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ABSTRACT

A CONFLICTED HISTORY: MARGARET SPLAWN, YAKAMA
INDIANS, AND NATIVE AMERICAN POLICY REFORM, 1910s-1940s
by
Talea Alise Anderson
May 2013

This thesis considers the life of Margaret Larsen Splawn-Yakima rancher,
historian, and clubwoman-in order to better understand the role played by white women
and Native Americans in the Indian policy reforms of the 1930s. Splawn participated in
crafting a history of the West that was characterized by tension. On the one hand, she
glorified Native American cultures and, on the other hand, she lauded the white settlers
who had stripped Native Americans of their traditions and resources. This thesis contends
that, while problematic, these tensions proved productive, inspiring Splawn to correct
past injustices by echoing Indian concerns in local and national forums. Through her and
women like her, Indians were able to guide protests against policies that denied Native
American sovereignty. Thus, though sometimes overlooked in the scholarship, white
women and Native Americans played a crucial role in Native American policy reforms of
the early twentieth century.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
The following comprises a case study of Margaret Larsen Splawn, a rancher,
Indian rights activist, and clubwoman of nineteenth- and twentieth-century central
Washington state. Splawn led a varied career, encompassing ranching and politics, but
this thesis concerns itself with her work as Native American policy reformer. As a
passionate Indian rights activist, Splawn carried her interest in Native American culture,
history, language, and lifestyle into her work as historian and clubwoman. She often
represented these concerns on behalf of her community, and she, therefore, offers a
revealing case study in the interactions between white reformers and Indians during a
time of particular change in Native American policy. Furthermore, as a woman, Splawn
offers insight into the relationships formed by two groups-women and Native
Americans-who struggled during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries to secure
authority and position in a society dominated by white men.
This thesis will suggest that, although women like Splawn interacted with Native
Americans in conflicted and sometimes contradictory ways, the two groups still evolved
mutually beneficial relationships. By claiming expertise on Native American culture and
life, Splawn achieved status in her community. The "Indian question" provided her with
an avenue through which to exercise her moral authority and, thus, publically voice her
views about community life. At the same time, Y akama Indians also achieved greater

1
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1

agency by addressing their concerns about government policy to women like Splawn. By
phrasing their protests in moral terms, they won the support of women who joined them
in protesting policies of the U.S. government. White women and Native Americans may
have had separate agendas in these protests but they did gamer attention to their mutual
cause, thus instigating wider reforms in Indian policy. Though it may be difficult to
determine categorically that Margaret Splawn and Native Americans were changed by
their interactions, learning to view each other in less prejudiced ways, it does seem that
the two often voiceless groups managed to exercise greater agency by collaborating in
reforms. In addition, by joining in protest, women and Indians helped secure policies that
acknowledged the value of cultural diversity. In this way, they played an important-and
sometimes unacknowledged-part in altering Native American policy at the beginning of
the twentieth century.
The chapters that follow will consider Margaret Splawn's historical context, the
historiography surrounding her time period, and her work as historian and clubwoman.
Each of these chapters will explore the contradictions in Splawn's life. Like other women
of the twentieth-century West, Splawn both admired Native American traditions and
lauded material advancement in white communities. In effect, she simultaneously
honored---even romanticized-Native American cultures and, at the same time, praised

1

Please note that this thesis will employ the spelling "Yakama" when referring to Yakama Indians
and "Yakima" when referring to the geographic location in the Pacific Northwest. This spelling is meant to
acknowledge the 1993 decision by the Yakama Tribal Council to revert the spelling of the tribal name from
"Yakima" to "Yakama" in order to better approximate the pronunciation of the name. "Yakama" was also
the spelling used in the 1855 treaty in which fourteen bands and tribes ceded territory to the United States
and took up residence on reservations. See Columbia River Inter-tribal Fish Commission, "The
Confederated Tribes and Bands of the Yakama Nation," accessed April 20, 2013, http://www.critfc.org.
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the forces of expansion and consumption that tended to wipe out indigenous traditions.
By advocating reservation reform and including Native Americans in histories of the
West, she may have attempted to absolve white culpability for destroying Indian cultures;
however, she often memorialized the very problems she sought to resolve. Through her
work with the Yakima Valley Historical Society and General Federation of Women's
Clubs, she left behind histories, monuments, and statements testifying to her own
ambivalence-and her commitment to resolving racial tension between white settlers and
Indians. This struggle in Splawn's life offers insight into the attitudes of other
clubwomen and community members in the Pacific Northwest, and the ways that these
attitudes changed at the turn of the century. Splawn's work draws attention to the West's
complicated legacy of conquest and material promise. Among other things, her story
recalls that legacy.
Although Margaret Splawn's life and work are important to this thesis, so, too, are
Native American perspectives. Historians have sometimes failed to acknowledge the role
played by Native Americans in guiding the reservation reforms of the twentieth century.
This thesis seeks to rectify this omission by describing the collaboration between Indians
and clubwomen in protesting the removal of the Yakima Indian Agency in the 1920s1930s. Yakama Indians directed these protests and, in so doing, helped secure policy
changes that re-captured some Native American sovereignty. Indeed, this thesis takes
much of its influence from historians like Margaret Jacobs and Peggy Pascoe who see
Indian agency at work during particular moments in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. Like these historians, this thesis pushes back against the suggestion that white

4

officials alone shaped Native American policy, forcing Indian communities to abide by
their decisions. In contrast, this thesis contends that Native Americans of the early
twentieth century were agents of their own change, as seen in the case of Margaret
Splawn and Yakama Indians.

CHAPTER II
MARGARET LARSEN SPLAWN (1873-1954):
BIOGRAPHY AND CONTEXT
One June day in 1918, members of the Yakima Valley Historical Society gathered
at Tampico, Washington, to mark the first irrigation canal in the state. More than five
hundred white settlers and Native Americans came to picnic and witness a ceremony
recalling the canal's history. Picnickers chatted and laughed, played horseshoes, and
listened to music-but this was no ordinary picnic. General Hazard Stevens, the son of
Washington Territory's first governor, made an appearance, as did Mrs. Mary Reynolds,
the first white child to be born in the Ahtanum Valley. Several noted historians opened
the ceremony and finally, as the revelers settled in to listen, the recently widowed
Margaret Splawn rose to speak. She explained how Yakama Indians had established the
first irrigation system in the Yakima Valley. Specifically, she identified the Tampico site
with Kamiakin, a Yakama chief known for his role in the wars of the 1850s. Kamiakin,
she explained, used the canal to water his extensive vegetable and flower gardens. "We
admire the man whose garden spot we mark today," Splawn said, "In the story of this
community, not only as a warrior is he known, but as he played an important part in both
the agricultural and religious history." 1 When she had finished her speech, Splawn placed

1

Margaret Splawn, "Kamiakin's Garden," June 30, 1918, box 3, folder 5, MSIO, Homer B.
Splawn Papers, Archives and Special Collections, Brooks Library, Central Washington University
(hereafter cited as Homer B. Splawn Papers).
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her notes inside a hollow iron post, which was then driven into the ground to mark
Kamiakin's Garden.2
It was not surprising that Margaret Splawn was asked to commemorate the

irrigation canal at Tampico. Indeed, by 1918, she had already established a reputation as
Indian expert, having developed an interest in Native American history and culture from
an early age. Margaret Cecilian Larsen was born April 28, 1873, in Independence,
Kansas. At five years of age, she and her family-including her parents, John H. Larsen
and Hester Elvina Tilton, and three siblings-migrated west, where her father established
a trading post and shipping business. 3 Splawn later noted that this era of her childhood
was quite lonely as her family mainly interacted with the few Indians and fishermen who
exchanged goods with Mr. Larsen. 4 However, a Chinook Indian, Adam or Illga,
alleviated this loneliness, regaling Margaret and her siblings with stories about lost ships
and treasure. He taught the children to identify weather patterns and shoals of fish, and he
carved an "Indian doll" for Margaret, explaining that the figure would keep her from
harm. 5 Splawn later recalled that these experiences imbued her with a sense of place and
a love of western history. Reflecting on this time in her life, she wrote, "I believe [these

2

For a description of the dedication, see "Historians of State Will Meet at Yakima," Yakima Daily
Republic, June 20, 1918; "500 Attend Annual Pioneers' Picnic: Tribute Is Paid to Kamiakin, the Father of
Irrigation in the Yakima Valley," Yakima Herald Republic, July 1, 1918; and Edmond S. Meany, "Historic
Gardens ofChiefKamiakin." Washington Historical Quarterly 9 (1918): 240.
3

Lallooh Splawn Carpenter and Homer B. Splawn. Story of Margaret Larsen Splawn. (Yakima,
WA: Yakima Valley Pioneer Association, 1989), 1-5.
4
Margaret Splawn, Notes, "The Object of Education," undated, box 4, folder 13, Homer B.
Splawn Papers.

5

Splawn, "The Object of Education," Homer B. Splawn Papers.
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stories] had ... lasting effects on my life. These hills and rocks speak more beautiful
tales than any fairy tale ever did. " 6
Early on, Margaret developed a sensitivity for the experiences of minorities in the
Northwest. When she was five, she and her family traveled through San Francisco during
the anti-Chinese riots led by Denis Kearney. Splawn later recalled having seen the
corpses of Chinese laborers from her hotel window. 7 It seems that she never forgot the
plight of Chinese laborers. Later in life-likely during the Great Depression-she wrote a
short story starring Sam, a "Chinaman" and servant who safeguards his master's ranch
after the man's death. While the story portrays Sam generously as a loyal and altruistic
servant, it also suggests that he is simple-minded, ideally suited to a subservient role in
the household. As each character in the story finds financial and personal happiness, Sam
is content to cook and ply his masters-and their descendants-with their favorite
cookies. Sam concludes the story by stating that he will always serve his white masters,
always keeping the watch. As he says, "Well me go tell Massa Tom, he velly much like
know I keep a good watch. " 8 This story suggests something about the conflicts in
Splawn's life when it came to people of other ethnicities. Although she felt concern for
the plight of non-Caucasians in the West--even beatified some like Sam-she still
entertained stereotypes about the subservience of other races. This theme will come into
play in later discussions about Splawn and Native Americans.

6

Splawn, "The Object of Education," Homer B. Splawn Papers.

7

Carpenter and Splawn, Story of Margaret Larsen Splawn, 4.

8

Margaret Splawn, "Keeping the Watch," undated, box 3, folder 6, Homer B. Splawn Papers.
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After migrating west, Margaret's father continued in his trading business on
Tillamook Bay, Oregon- first on Robinson Point and then at Garibaldi. Mr. Larsen
established a shipping route, trading with Indians for furs and shipping these to Astoria
on his ships, the Honora and Alpha. 9 Margaret' s mother joined in the business, serving as
assistant postmistress in Garibaldi and running her husband's trading post while he was
away. 10 The family recalled Mrs. Larsen' s managerial skills with pride. Indeed, Margaret
strove to be as self-sufficient as her mother, as she demonstrated later when running her
husband' s ranching business.

Figure 1: Margaret Larsen at about age fifteen, circa 1888 11
9

Carpenter and Splawn, Story of Margaret Larsen Splawn, 6.

10

11

Carpenter and Splawn, Story of Margaret Larsen Splawn, 5-6.

Margaret Larsen, circa 1888, box 17, folder 10, Homer B. Splawn Papers. Image courtesy of
Central Washington University Archives and Special Collections.

9

In 1880, the Larsens relocated to the Dalles, Oregon, and Margaret began school
at St. Mary's Academy, which she attended from 1881 to 1891. She studied subjects
ranging from logic to moral philosophy, English literature, algebra, grammar, vocal
music, drawing and painting. 12 She performed well, serving as valedictorian for her
graduating class. In her valedictory address, she spoke about leaving the "protection" of
school life for a future of "self-reliance." 13 Margaret pursued this future in Ellensburg,
Washington, where she earned her teaching certification at Washington State Normal
School in 1895. Between sessions at the normal school, she taught in one-room schools at
Dry Creek, Waneta, and Cowiche in Yakima County, Washington; and at Kalispell,
Montana. 14 At Kalispell, she was the first woman ever hired to teach at the school. Her
children noted later that she managed these schools well, keeping even the oldest and
rowdiest of students in line. 15
In 1897, while pursuing further education in Ellensburg, Margaret met and
married Andrew Jackson (A. J.) Splawn, a cowboy, rancher, and early settler in eastern
Washington. Splawn had arrived in the Northwest at six years of age after traveling with
his siblings and widowed mother from Holt County, Missouri, to the Willamette Valley
in Oregon. At fifteen years of age, Splawn left home and accompanied his older brother
to Washington Territory. There, he undertook a career as cattle driver. In 1872, he

12

Carpenter and Splawn, Story of Margaret Larsen Splawn, 17.

13

Margaret Splawn, Valedictory address, "To the Archbishop," box 5, folder 11, Homer B.
Splawn Papers.
14

Carpenter and Splawn, Story of Margaret Larsen Splawn, 29-33.

15

Carpenter and Splawn, Story of Margaret Larsen Splawn, 32-37.

10
married Mary A. Downs, remaining with her until April 1896, when she passed away.
During their marriage, the couple gave birth to only one child, who died in infancy. A. J.
and Margaret were married in June 1897. A. J. Splawn was twenty-seven years
Margaret' s senior. 16

Figure 2: Andrew Jackson Splawn, circa 1873 17
By 1897, A. J. Splawn was already a well-respected figure in the Yakima area. In
1870, he had co-founded the Ellensburg townsite as well as promoting the first
packinghouse in the Northwest. After working for years as cowboy and cattle-driver, he
had purchased three ranches in the Cowiche Valley, where he bred and traded prizewinning, pure-blood Hereford cattle. In subsequent years, he remained involved in the

16

See Jerry Carpenter, " Family History: Andrew Jackson (Jack) Splawn," accessed February 15,
2013, http://home.comcast.net/-splawn/ AndrewJ .htm.
17

A. J. Splawn, circa I 873, box 17, folder 7, Homer B. Splawn Papers. Image courtesy of Central
Washington University Archives and Special Collections.
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community, serving as Washington state senator from 1903-1905, co-founding the
Yakima Valley Transportation Co., acting as livestock agent for the Great Northern
Railroad, and presiding over the Tieton Water Users' Association in the early 1900s.

18

While her husband pursued his political career, Margaret operated A. J. 's three
ranches, which encompassed more than 600 acres in the Cowiche Valley. 19 As her
children later noted, Margaret assumed responsibility for a diverse set of business
operations on the ranch, including "livestock ... range management, railroad routes and
schedules, rill irrigation, management of irrigation water supply, rotation of open field
crops, orcharding, growing and harvesting of crops, marketing, feedstuffs, farm
financing, horsemanship, and ... doctoring of large animals." 20 As this list suggests,
Margaret Splawn proved willing to cross gender lines and assume responsibility for work
stereotypically deemed masculine. Although the West famously opened such career
opportunities to women, Splawn's managerial duties were exceptional for the time
period. In 1920, women operated only 4.1% of farms in Washington state, with the
average woman's farm comprising 99. 7 acres. 21 Of course, this figure fails to take into
account the ways in which women simply "helped out" their husbands on the farm and

18

Carpenter and Splawn, Story of Margaret Larsen Splawn, 38-40.

19

Carpenter and Splawn, Story ofMargaret Larsen Splawn, 63.

°Carpenter and Splawn, Story of Margaret Larsen Splawn, 45.

2

21

Department of Commerce, Fourteenth Census of the United States Taken in the Year 1920:
Volume V, Agriculture (Washington, D. C.: Government Printing Office, 1922), accessed April 12, 2013,
http://www.agcensus.usda.gov, 340.
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ranch. Women's work on farms has often been underestimated for this very reason. 22
However, with her 600 acres of property, Splawn managed far more than most. In
addition, during this time, she gave birth to three children: Andrew Jackson Splawn II,
born February 25, 1899; Homer Bayard Splawn, born December 2, 1910; and Lallooh
Splawn, born February 24, 1916. 23 As a mother working in the home, Margaret Splawn
may have seemed conventionally domestic on the surface; however, her career on the
ranches brought her into a sphere typically reserved for men, and she thrived there.
In 1911, the Splawns temporarily left the Cowiche Valley to allow A. J. to serve
as mayor of North Yakima. Splawn swore that, in his capacity as mayor, he would
abolish prostitution and the opium trade in Yakima. 24 He enforced a strict red-light
district, ordering the prostitutes in town to take up residence on city-owned property in
downtown Yakima. These actions drew criticism from community members and city
officials who resented Splawn's policies. 25 Margaret Splawn was frustrated by this phase
of her husband's career, viewing it as a distraction from their work on the ranch. Her
children later reported that, on one occasion, she considered using a horsewhip to beat a

22

See Sandra K. Schackel, Working the Land: The Stories ofRanch and Farm Women in the
Modern American West (Lawrence, KS: University Press of Kansas, 2011); Sandra K. Schackel, editor,
Western Women's Lives: Continuity and Change in the Twentieth Century (Albuquerque, NM: University
of New Mexico Press, 2003); Elizabeth Maret, Women of the Range: Women's Roles in the Texas Beef
Cattle Industry (College Station: Texas A&M University Press, 1993).
23

See John M. Splawn, "Splawn Family Search: Andrew Jackson Splawn II," accessed February
15, 2013, http://home.comcast.net/-splawn/AndrewJ2.htm; Obituary, Homer Bayard Splawn, Yakima
Herald-Republic, April 7, 2009; and John M. Splawn, "Splawn Family Search: Andrew Jackson Splawn
11," accessed February 15, 2013, http://home.comcast.net/-splawn/Lallooh.htm.
24

"Will Abolish Restriction: Mayor Splawn Orders the Red Light District Closed by First of
September," Yakima Herald, August 7, 1912.
25

Carpenter and Splawn, Story of Margaret Larsen Splawn, 50-62.
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newspaper editor who had criticized her husband's policies. In the end, she decided that
such an act "might not be ladylike" and refrained.

26

On March 2, 1917, A. J. Splawn passed away at seventy-two years of age after
contracting an illness from a parrot. He had begun to assemble a history of the Yakama
Indian War, 1855-1858, explaining that he hoped to "present the Indian side of the
War."27 After his death, Margaret Splawn edited and published his account-Ka-mi-akin:

Last Hero of the Yakimas. After discovering more of her husband's notes, she
republished Ka-mi-akin in 1944, adding endnotes, background material, and an index.

Ka-mi-akin was apparently received well by book critics and local Yakima residents.
S. L. Anthon of the Daily Mirror of Life in Yakima called Ka-mi-akin "the source book of
Yakima history" and a "'must' purchase for hundreds of Yakima homes."

28

Although they praised Ka-mi-akin, readers like Anthon often remarked on
Splawn's rendering of pioneering, not Native American, history. In this way, they
somewhat downplayed Splawn's stated intention to bring Native American perspectives
to the attention of white settlers. Similarly, eulogists in remembering Splawn spoke about
his work as modernizer and politician before recalling his interest in Native American
communities. For instance, one eulogist-Judge Preble-praised Splawn for advancing
the local economy. He remarked on Splawn's boldness and courage, and the ways in

26

Carpenter and Splawn, Story of Margaret Larsen Splawn, 62.

27

A. J. Splawn, "Preface to the First Edition," in A. J. Splawn, Ka-mi-akin: Last Hero of the
Yakimas (Yakima, WA: Caxton Printers, Ltd., 1980).
28

Newspaper clipping, S. L. Anthon, Daily Mirror of life in Yakima, circa 1944, box I, folder 9,
Homer B. Splawn Papers.
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which he demonstrated "the noblest of all masculine qualities. " 29 Only as an afterthought
did he note, "There were none so low that he [Splawn] did not aid them .... The poor
Indians loved him."30 Even if journalists and eulogists, to some extent, sidelined A. J.
Splawn's work with Native American communities, it is clear that he intended Ka-miakin to challenge prevailing conceptions about Native Americans and their role in white-

Indian conflicts of the nineteenth century.
Following her husband's death, Margaret Splawn pursued her own career. She
managed the ranches in the Cowiche Valley until 1950. She participated in founding the
Yakima Pioneers Association and Yakima Valley Historical Society, then served as
society historian and president during periods in the 1920s-1940s. She presided over the
local Twentieth Century Club until it merged with the Washington State Federation of
Women's Clubs (WSFWC)-then she remained involved in the WSFWC, appearing at
conventions and airing her concerns about, among other things, Native American policy.
Splawn served as chairman of the Yakima County Democratic Central Committee in the
1920s and, in this capacity, introduced Franklin Delano Roosevelt at a campaign rally in
Yakima, 1920. She remained active in local politics, promoting Clarence D. Martin for
Washington state governor in 1932 and advising him on affairs in Yakima once he had
secured office. 31 She also spoke publically on political issues of particular concern to her.
For instance, in 1938, she urged Washington voters to approve Initiative 130, a policy

29

"Judge Preble's Address," in Splawn, Ka-mi-akin, 450.

30

Splawn, Ka-mi-akin, 451.

31

Carpenter and Splawn, Story of Margaret Larsen Splawn, 91-111.
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designed to support labor unions. 32 Splawn remained active in her community as a
politician, rancher, and historian until her death in 1954. As this thesis will suggest, she
used her connections in the community to convey her concerns about one of her
particular passions-the welfare of the Native American community in the Northwest.
Although she may have built on her husband's work and ideas, she used her own
forums-those accessible to her as a woman-to secure changes in Native American
policy.
The influence Margaret Splawn exerted in her community is suggested by
memories of her. In 100 Years, 100 Women, she was described as a "Renaissance
woman" who "not only stepped into her husband's legend but carved one for herself."33
Anthon and the Daily Mirror praised Splawn's work as historian, calling her the "grand
keeper of Yakima traditions."34 Anthon further characterized Splawn as an embattled
pioneer who "mows down opposition" to achieve success-she was one facet of the
pioneers' "jeweled history." 35 Splawn's children remembered her as a courageous woman
who navigated a world dominated by men-"bankers, businessmen, produce buyers,

32
Margaret Splawn, "Voters of Washington, I Greet You," circa 1938, box 4, folder 1, Homer B.
Splawn Papers.
33

Theo Mays, editor, JOO Years, 100 Women: 1889-1989, Yakima County, WA (Yakima, WA:
Print Masters, 1989), 49-50.
34

Newspaper clipping, S. L. Anthon, Daily Mirror of Life in Yakima, circa I 946, box 4, folder 4,
Homer B. Splawn Papers.
35

Newspaper clipping, S. L. Anthon, Daily Mirror ofLife in Yakima, circa 1946, box 4, folder 4,
Homer B. Splawn Papers.
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neighbors."36 Splawn's granddaughter noted in addition that her grandmother had
"stepped into the shoes of [her husband's] legend and carried on." 37
In these constructions of Margaret Splawn's story, one can see some of the
contradictions inherent to Splawn's legacy. On the one hand, she acted as an independent
woman in a male-dominated world. On the other hand, she built her work with Native
American policy-in part- around her husband's experiences and invested herself in
memorializing his life. She was, by and large, a silent collaborator in his writing career,
editing and publishing his notes without claiming acknowledgement in the text. In sum,
her relationship to her husband's work remains ambiguous-as suggested by the above
eulogies for Margaret Splawn, one which notes that she carved out her own legend and
the other that she merely enlarged her husband's story.
Further contradictions are evident in Splawn's relationship to the Native
Americans of eastern Washington-the subject of this thesis. Although local writers like
Mays remembered Splawn as a friend to Indians, they also celebrated her role in
advancing the economic vitality of the pioneer community-advances that sometimes
worked at odds with Native American needs and concerns. As a rancher and Native
American rights advocate, she found herself in an inherently complicated position.
However, even though she never positioned herself as a radical feminist, and though her
relationship to Native Americans remained conflicted, Margaret Splawn-via her high
profile in the community-still provided an avenue whereby local Indians could exercise

Splawn.

36

Carpenter and Splawn, Story of Margaret Larsen Splawn, 91.

37

Sidney Splawn Dolquist, "Foreword," in Carpenter and Splawn, Story of Margaret Larsen
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their agency. At times, she borrowed her husband's ideas and story as she campaigned for
Native American rights, but she brought those ideas to new forums-most notably,
historical societies and women's clubs. Though her husband's ideas informed her work,
she adapted those ideas to a new era in Native American policy and played her own part
in the reforms of the 1920s-1930s.

History of the Yakima Valley
To further highlight the contradictions in Margaret Splawn's life, it is necessary
here to consider, briefly, the history of pioneers and Native Americans in eastern
Washington. Margaret and A. J. Splawn both arrived in the Northwest as part of the
pioneer push westward in the nineteenth century. They arrived in the wake of conflict, as
the Yakama, Umatilla, Cayuse, and Walla Walla tribes had been consigned to
reservations by the United States government per the treaty signed June 9, 1855, and
ratified March 8, 1859. Prior to the treaty, Yakama Indians had lived on central
Washington's plateau, ranging along the Columbia River and into the Cascade
Mountains. They hunted and gathered according to the season. In the winter, they
sheltered near waterways on the plateau, where they had access to elk, fish, river and
desert plants. In the spring and fall, they trekked across the plateau and into the
mountains, gathering roots and berries and fishing for salmon on the Columbia River. 38
Per the 1855 treaty, the United States government took ownership over more than
six million acres of land where Y akama Indians once hunted, lived, and gathered. The
38

Confederated Tribes and Bands of the Yakama Nation, "Yakama Nation History," accessed
March 30, 2013, http://www.yakamanation-nsn.gov.
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treaty offered the tribes a mere $200,000 in exchange for this land. Governor Isaac
Stevens, who presided over the treaty proceedings, compelled even reluctant chiefs like
Kamiakin of the Yakamas to agree to these terms. After the treaty had been written,
relations between settlers and Native Americans became more strained still when
stampeders in search of gold on the Fraser River, British Columbia, began to trespass on
tribal land. Although Y akamas retained hunting and gathering rights on even ceded
portions of their territory, settlers increasingly disrupted access to resources as they
planted crops, constructed irrigation canals, and allowed livestock to consume roots and
berries. As these disruptions increased in the wake of the 1855 treaty, disgruntled Indians
attacked settlers, miners, and Indian agents on several occasions, triggering the Yakama
Indian War of 1855-1858. The Yakamas were ultimately defeated in the conflict and
compelled to remain on assigned reservation property, comprising approximately one
million acres-about one-tenth the size of their previous holdings. 39
The Splawns played a role in these hostilities between Native Americans and
settlers. In 1878, after Indians killed Mr. Lorenzo Perkins and his wife, A. J.'s brother
William led a posse that compelled Chief Moses and other tribal members to give up the
murderers. A. J. Splawn later reported that his brother personally executed one of the
suspected murderers by "sen[ding] a bullet through [his] worthless body."40 Violence was
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endemic to this society. Although A. J. Splawn praised some Indians, he treated others
harshly, condescendingly. On one occasion, he beat an Indian who had requested $10 in
exchange for the use of a canoe. 41 He labeled this Indian a "free-hooter[] of the
Columbia" and blamed African Americans for corrupting him with ideas about turning a
profit. 42 Splawn suggested his approval for similarly harsh behavior in other settlers. For
instance, in his account, he appeared unfazed by F. M. Thorp's decision to beat an Indian
man who had casually threatened him. 43 Splawn implied that this sort of violent
authoritarianism was necessary in the early settlements of eastern Washington.
The settlers in eastern Washington assumed still greater control over Native
American resources in 1887, when the Dawes Act caused reservation land to be divided
into family allotments with excess land going to white farmers and ranchers. Supporters
of the Dawes Act cited the necessity of assimilating Native Americans into white society
by instructing them in Eurocentric values like individualism. In keeping with this
assimilationist ideal, the Act assigned Indians individual land allotments and encouraged
boarding school education for Indian children. Per the Dawes Act, the federal
government purchased the reservation property that remained after assigning allotments,
resold this land to non-Indian buyers, and funneled these funds into Indian schools. As
one result of the Dawes Act, ownership of Native American property tended to transfer
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from Indians to white settlers. 44 Indeed, by the 1930s, non-Indians owned sixty thousand
acres of Yakama reservation land, comprising some of the best land on the reservation. 45
Like land, water and irrigation rights were often distributed inequitably in eastern
Washington. In 1905, A. J. Splawn-then Washington state senator-helped lure the
newly formed Bureau of Reclamation to the Yakima Valley, thus initiating an irrigation
and water redistribution program in the valley. To ensure the Bureau's interest in the
valley, Splawn negotiated compliance with ranchers and farmers. He also reserved water
rights for himself on the Tieton River with the intention of cooperating with future
reclamation projects. 46 When the Bureau did, in fact, come to Yakima, land prices
immediately increased. As Paul Dorpat and Genevive McCoy have noted, while the price
of farmland in the West increased 110 percent from 1902 to 1913, Yakima's reclamation
land experienced a 5,400 percent increase in price-"more than any other service project
in the country."47 Settlers enthusiastically praised Splawn for transforming the valley and
bringing about large increases in agricultural productivity. On the whole, however,
Native Americans benefitted less from water resources than did settlers-in large part
because inequities were built into the government's reclamation program. Donald Pisani
has indicated, for instance, that the federal government favored non-Indians over Indians
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as it dispersed water from its main ditch, the Sunnyside Canal. Specifically, the
government "allocated the minimum annual flow so that the Sunnyside Canal ...
received 650 cubic feet per second (c.f.s.) for the forty thousand acres it served, while the
Indians received only 147 c.f.s to service a much larger irrigable area." 48
The 1906 Jones Act intended to further restrict Indian resources by compelling
adult landholders to reduce their allotments from eighty to twenty acres before the
Bureau of Reclamation would construct a storage reservoir on Yakama land. Much of this
land would, again, transfer from Indian to white ownership. Despite protests, by 1930,
Indians cultivated less than six percent of irrigated reservation land, with only one in five
Yakama landholders benefitting from reclamation works on the reservation. 49 In the end,
Indians often lacked the training, equipment, access to marketing and processing
facilities, and the water necessary to profit from reclamation projects, and as a result, they
leased land to whites at a pittance. Through the Bureau of Reclamation's biased
policies-as well as the Yakama Indian War and the Dawes Act-Native Americans
were, thus, deprived of resources and socioeconomic status in the Northwest. What is
more, the Splawns played a part in these changes.

Ka-mi-akin
Although the Splawns were complicit in depriving Native Americans of resources
in the Northwest, they were conscious of pioneer culpability and invested significant
effort in defending Indian rights. Here, it is necessary to discuss A. J. Splawn's best48
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known work-Ka-mi-akin, the book that attempted to convey the Native American side
of western history. Although Ka-mi-akin is attributed to A. J. Splawn, Margaret Splawn
edited and published the manuscript, perhaps making contributions left unnoted in the
text. An examination of Margaret Splawn's papers reveals that she worked closely with
her husband, organizing his notes and borrowing his observations for her own speeches

°

and papers. 5 For instance, when dedicating Kamiakin's Garden, Splawn liberally cited
her husband's book. In addition, in her prize-winning essay "Yakima Indians of
Washington," Splawn echoed her husband's accounts of indigenous artwork and
ceremonies. Determining the intellectual origin of these ideas is nearly impossible,
though A. J. Splawn did have greater occasion than his wife to interact with Native
Americans as he drove cattle throughout the Northwest. Clearly-as will become more
evident still-A. J. Splawn impacted his wife's ideas about Indians and, presumably, she
also influenced his work. As inseparable as his and his wife's ideas were, one must first
consider A. J. Splawn's life and work on Native Americans before proceeding to his
wife's work. Margaret Splawn shared many of the contradictions to be explored below.
What follows, then, is not a distraction from Margaret Splawn's story but the context for
it.
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In Ka-mi-akin, A. J. Splawn demonstrated his sympathy for Native Americans as
he explained the causes of the Yakama Indian War, 1855-1858. Among other things, he
accused Governor Isaac Stevens of grossly mishandling treaty negotiations in 1855 and
thus instigating the subsequent hostilities. Splawn described the proceedings surrounding
the 1855 treaty, ultimately suggesting that ChiefKamiakin was a better person and better
leader than Stevens. In Splawn's estimation, Kamiakin was altruistic and peace-loving,
"ambitious rather for his people than himself, bending his energies to defeating any plan
that might result in the enslaving of his tribe." 51 Splawn concluded that the treaty of
1855, with its concomitant removal oflndian land "so rich in resources" was, in fact,
"one of the many crimes of that century." 52 He likely viewed his book as a small means
of making amends to Native Americans. As he wrote of 1855: "It is certain that no Indian
has ever seen any justice in the Walla Walla treaty." 53 Perhaps balance could be restored
if non-Indians came to understand the Native American perspective on western history.
In fact, Splawn had personal reasons for defending Native Americans.
Throughout his career as cowboy, he had developed friendships with Indians-he even
owed his life to some. As a sixteen-year-old, he had shot an Indian cattle-rustler, causing
a retaliatory attempt on his life. On that occasion, a Native American-Chief Mosessaved his life. Reflecting on this experience, Splawn later wrote, "I would not meet many
such men, I knew, even among my own race." 54 Early in his career, Splawn also
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befriended a Native American man named Saluskin. Through many interactions, he
became sympathetic to the man's views about Indian resources. In Ka-mi-akin, Splawn
defended Saluskin's belief that land in the Northwest should be "free to all people,
regardless of race or color." 55 In 1910, Splawn wrote to Superintendent Samuel YoungIndian agent-to ask why Saluskins had not received damages from the North Coast
Railway in payment for intruding on the family's land allotment. 56 In 1915, when
Saluskin was accused of hunting illegally in the national park surrounding Mt. Rainier,
Splawn published a newspaper article suggesting Saluskin's right to the area. 57 In the
article, Splawn challenged traditional stories about the West that ignored Indians like
Saluskin. Splawn insisted that Saluskin had served as guide for Hazard Stevens and P. B.
Van Trump when they ascended Mount Rainier for the first time in 1870. 58 By publishing
the article, he suggested that white conquests in the West owed a great deal to Native
Americans, who first knew the place. He also implied that Native Americans like
Saluskin deserved their own place in history, as well as access to resources in the West.
The Saluskin and Splawn families remained close throughout their lives. When Margaret
Splawn gave birth to Lallooh, the Saluskins presented her with a white buckskin dress
55
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embroidered with beads "represent[ing] the story of [Saluskin's] and Splawn's lives
together." 59 The Splawns apparently enjoyed a long friendship with Native Americans
like Saluskins, and learned from them still greater respect for Indians and their place in
the Northwest.
Also significant in Splawn's life was his relationship with his daughter's
namesake-Lall ooh, an Indian girl who encountered the teenaged A. J. Splawn and urged
him to join her tribe. Splawn claimed in Ka-mi-akin that Lallooh once saved his life by
guiding him to safety, away from Indians bent on violence. He described Lallooh as a
"little princess" and a "red angel" right out of a "fairy story. " 60 In his descriptions, he
suggested that he thought of Lallooh as a potential romantic partner. He noted, however,
that she had passed away before they could pursue a relationship. Splawn seriously
considered leaving white society when Lallooh told him that he was "too good a boy to
belong to the white race who, with their forked tongues and firewater, were trying to
destroy her people." 61 However, though he continued to remember Lallooh fondly---even
naming his only daughter for her-he remained in white society and continued to evolve
a sometimes conflicted relationship to Native Americans.
In fact, as Ka-mi-akin suggests, A. J. Splawn sometimes struggled with divided
loyalties, at times identifying with Indians and at time with non-Indians. In recalling his
career as cowboy, he sometimes portrayed himself as Indian, with supposedly Indian
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instincts. For instance, he expressed anxiety about western industrialization in Ka-mi-akin
and suggested that these feelings aligned him with the Native American community. On
this point, Splawn was in good company, as many American antimodemists had posed
similar critiques of modernization and urbanization in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. As Philip Deloria has noted, antimodemists like Splawn experienced a crisis of
identity when faced with industrialization and, as a result, many looked to Indian
societies for examples of "authentic" American identity. 62 Disillusioned as they were
with everyday modem life, antimodemists sought authenticity "in the figure of the
Other"-other places, times, and cultures. 63 Splawn expressed such displacement when
he called into question "boasted civilization," identifying it with "lying, deceit, dishonor
and hypocrisy."64 He accused modem urbanites of laziness and effeminacy, and
expressed his preference for Indian country-the "promised land. " 65 At times in Ka-miakin, he portrayed himself as an Indian who naturally detected changes in the landscape.

Describing his reaction to the arrival of trains in the West, he wrote, "Like a wild Indian,
I scented danger in this forerunner of civilization." 66 Splawn, like other antimodemists,
sought to resolve his discomfort with modernization by assuming Indian identity. In so
doing, he simultaneously assigned value to Native American culture and assumed control
over it, changing the meaning of Indian identity to suit his personal interests. Splawn's
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story thus fits comfortably within a larger colonial narrative in which colonists wipe out
other cultures and, at the same time, deplore the act of conquest. 67 Similarly, Splawn's
attitude toward Indians was marked by ambivalence.
Even as Splawn yearned after his idea of an indigenous life, at times he
stereotyped Native Americans, expressed distaste for indigenous culture, and praised
pioneers-failing to acknowledge their role in dispossessing Native Americans of
resources. On one occasion, he criticized Governor Stevens for being more concerned
with appropriating land than with understanding Indians; however, at the same time, he
suggested that the Yakama Indian War was inevitable, as the Indians were "savages." 68
Similarly, at moments when Splawn reported feeling called to an Indian life, he
discovered his discomfort with that life. Once he observed Indians "in a mad frenzy,"
using a scalp as a "gruesome plaything," and he immediately second-guessed his instinct
to leave white society. 69 Even as he expressed distaste for Native American lifestyles,
Splawn offered extravagant praise for the early pioneers of eastern Washington. Perhaps
he detested the excesses of white society at large but he contended that most pioneers
shared little of society's corruption. Splawn noted that pioneers had earned a "patent to
nobility" because of the "good they did for civilization and hurnanity." 70
Unacknowledged in these claims were the problematic aspects of pioneer life-the way
that they benefitted from indigenous resources. Throughout Ka-mi-akin, Splawn appears
67
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as a person who was conflicted, by turns loyal to Native American and white society.
These contradictions complicated his story about Chief Kamiakin, whom he
characterized as heroic, noble, but fated to obsolescence.
Indeed, even as Splawn gave Native Americans their place in history, he
suggested that they were a dying race, fated to disappear. In Ka-mi-akin he identified the
Native Americans of Kamiakin's day with the "tragic dignity of their destiny,"
suggesting that Indians had lost the Yakama Indian War before they began. 71 Elsewhere,
also writing of the Indian wars, he wrote that the conflict "pitted ... civilized intellect ...
against the simple savage and, of course, the weaker party lost." 72 Furthermore, in the
war, "The strong hand of a conquering power, the more terrible because civilized, lay
heavy upon [the Indians] and they yielded." 73
Certainly, Splawn was not alone in suggesting that Native Americans naturally
succumbed to white authority. As Brian Dippie noted in The Disappearing American:

White Attitudes and US. Indian Policy, Americans of the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries constantly harkened back to the idea that Native Americans were doomed to
extinction. Some, like the twentieth-century reformers of Indian policy, argued that
extinction could be evaded but even they accepted the validity of the idea, which,
according to Dippie, assumed the status of "self-fulfilling prophecy" and "cultural
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myth." 74 What is more, as Alan Trachtenberg has argued in Shades of Hiawatha, the
disappearing-Indian narrative proved useful to Americans who were anxious about both
industrialization and increased immigration to the United States. With Native Americans
conveniently absent, white Americans could scavenge pieces of Indian identity and, by
assuming those cultural markers, could feel more authentically American. At the same
time, by celebrating the disappeared Indian, Americans could experience "national
redemption" and "absolution of the sins of conquest" 75 All of these factors-the weight
of the disappearing-Indian myth, the desire for absolution-likely played into Splawn's
depiction of the Yakama Indians as noble but tragic figures.
To be clear, Splawn may have betrayed ambivalence in his depictions of Yakama
Indians, but he was more egalitarian and culturally sensitive than many of his peers in the
Yakima area. Rather than mourning the losses in Native American communities-as
Splawn did-some Yakima-area residents celebrated. For instance, in 1905, the Yakima
Herald encouraged settlers to acquire property near Wapato, Washington, since the
Interior Department had begun to allow non-Indians to acquire reservation land at a rate
of"240 acres per week, or a total of about twelve thousand acres per year." 76 The
newspaper noted that settlement had become possible because "bands of lurking and
bloodthirsty Indians" no longer inhabited the "exceedingly fertile" property around
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Wapato. 77 In fact, the article concluded, the Wapato land needed only to feel the "touch
of a civilized man's magic wand to make it produce bountiful crops." 78 As this quote
suggests, the newspaper resorted to gendered language to show that white men had,
happily, shunted aside Indians and metaphorically impregnated their land with crops. The
article linked western conquest with white virility and manhood, suggesting that it was
not only inevitable but also fitting that Native Americans would disappear in the West.
Speaking in 1907 at a gathering of the Daughters of the American Revolution,
T. C. Elliot likewise reflected on the inevitability of white conquest and Native American
obsolescence. He explained that the treaty of 1855-and accompanying losses for Native
Americans-represented "one of the strongest chapters in the story of the survival of the
fittest." 79 In this way, he implied that, being physically or culturally superior, white
people had every right to seize and benefit from Native American resources. Apparently
Elliot and the Yakima Herald were less conflicted than Splawn, who may have believed
that Native Americans were doomed to extinction but wished to avoid this outcome. Even
so, Splawn and other residents of the Yakima region seemed to share a belief that white
settlers would, perhaps sadly but inevitably, dominate the West.
As these examples suggest, Margaret Splawn's work emerged from a heritage of
friendship with Indians, yet conquest and ambivalence. This thesis will show that, like
her husband's, Splawn's own work and writings are fraught with contradictions yet, by
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working through the forums accessible to her, she managed to represent Native American
interests and, in so doing, she helped Native Americans secure greater sovereignty in the
Westofthe 1920s-1930s.

CHAPTER III
HISTORIOGRAPHY:
WOMEN REFORMERS AND NATIVE AMERICAN AGENCY
In the 1920s, Margaret Splawn became increasingly active in protesting the
acquisition of Yakama reservation property by white settlers. Since her husband's death,
she had maintained her interest in Native American history and welfare, and she-like
many other women of the time period-came to criticize the Bureau of Indian Affairs.
Protests like hers helped instigate a shift in Indian policy away from the assimilationist
Dawes Act of 1887 and toward the Indian Reorganization Act (IRA) of 1934, which
reversed the system of land allotments and returned sovereignty to individual tribes.
Supporters of the IRA often insisted on the value of Native American arts and crafts,
history, and culture. They actively sought to preserve artifacts of this culture and history,
as some believed that Native Americans were, regrettably, bound to disappear over time.
Historians who have considered the actions of Indian reformers like Margaret
Splawn have sometimes argued that reformers denied Native Americans their
independent agency. Although they expressed concerns about Native Americans-even
identified themselves as friends to Indians-they manipulated Indians for their own selfinterested reasons. For instance, nineteenth- and twentieth-century antimodernists---often
supporters of the IRA-used stereotypes about the "primitive" Indian to bolster their
critiques of modernization. Similarly, some women used their assumptions about Indian
culture to support their personal feminist agendas. In the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries, women often romanticized Indians, seeing them as helpless children in need of
32
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protection or artists to be exploited by the capitalist market. Some scholars argue that, no
matter their beliefs about Native Americans, reformers persistently acted without
consulting Indians about their needs or preferences. As a result, they actively or passively
supported measures like the Dawes Act that denied Native American sovereignty and
suppressed indigenous culture.
Much of the historiography about women and Native Americans, therefore,
revolves around the question of Indian agency. While many have argued that women
reformers like Splawn tended to limit Indian agency, others have suggested that Indians
did, in fact, act independently during particular moments in the history of the West. This
latter group has considered how Indians exercised agency by operating through forums of
white authority, by educating white people in Native American culture, or by distancing
themselves entirely from white society. They have noted ways in which white-Indian
interactions may have proved mutually beneficial, culturally or economically. As this
thesis argues that Yakama Indians exercised agency through interactions with women
like Margaret Splawn, it falls in line with the latter group of historians. This thesis
attempts, by and large, to contribute to discussions about Native American agency by
considering Indian-white interactions in an underrepresented place and time-namely,
the Pacific Northwest of the 191 0s-1940s. Themes from the following historiographyand particularly historiography highlighting Indian agency-will inform the chapters to
follow.
Writing in 1978, Robert F. Berkhofer, Jr., provided the classic argument for
limited Indian agency. He argued that white people throughout history have actively
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constructed images of Indians to justify policies of containment, oppression, and control.
Berkhofer contended that positive and negative depictions of Native Americans were
always equally stereotypical-always a "White invention" which revealed more about
American society than about Native Americans. 1 These stereotypical images oflndians,
built up by philosophers, scientists, and fiction writers, were used to "reconcile national
interests with national ideals," which is to say, these images justified the removal of
Indian property and culture.2 Ultimately, Berkhofer seemed to doubt that white
Americans could transcend their cultural biases, and further that Native Americans could
effectively assert their own identity. 3
Confining their analyses to the nineteenth-century American West, other scholars
have agreed with Berkhofer, suggesting that frontier women projected their own concerns
onto Native Americans and, in so doing, denied Indians their agency. For instance, Julie
Roy Jeffrey argued in Frontier Women: 'Civilizing' the West? that westward-bound
women held Native Americans to Victorian standards. According to Jeffrey, these
western women came to view themselves with ever greater certainty as civilizers of the
West-and, by extension, civilizers of Native Americans. Judging Native Americans by
eastern standards, female settlers often concluded that Indians were dirty, vicious, and
dangerous. For those who viewed Native Americans in this way, it seemed only prudent
to contain Indians on reservations or force them to assimilate into white, Christian
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society. Victorianism, thus, became a mechanism for controlling Indians of the West. 4
Writing about the Canadian West, Sarah Carter further suggested that western women not
only judged indigenous cultures by Victorian standards-they themselves were
manipulated by "those who wield[ed] social and economic power." 5 As settlers arrived in
the West, authority figures increasingly used the idea of the helpless white woman to
justify programs for corralling and controlling indigenous populations, which were
depicted as a "cruel, treacherous, subhuman enemy"-a threat to fragile female settlers. 6
Carter implied that neither women nor Native Americans had agency in the colonial
system. Instead, they were manipulated by social, political, and economic interests.
In keeping with Jeffrey's argument, other historians have accused nineteenthcentury women reformers of forcing Native Americans to abandon their own culture in
favor of white Victorian values. In Inventing the American Primitive, Helen Carr
considered anthropologist Alice Fletcher, noting her support for culturally and
economically destructive policies like the Dawes Act. Even as women like Fletcher
dispossessed Indians of their land, they justified their decisions by portraying Indians as
children or helpless women in need of white assistance. 7 Carr thus indicated that women
reformers deprived Indians of agency by assuming control over Indian words-putting
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these "to the service of white American needs." 8 Dolores Janiewski has similarly
examined the ways that women pressured Native Americans to assimilate into white
society during the nineteenth century. She has remarked, in addition, that women
reformers like Alice Fletcher likely used their work with Native Americans to garner
acclaim for themselves as professional women. As "expert[s] and honored reformer[s],"
women like Fletcher achieved status typically denied women in the nineteenth century. 9
Thus, even with the best of intentions, women reformers and anthropologists could only
project their own concerns onto Indians and, in so doing, add support to policies that
were inimical to Indian agency.
While some, like Carr and J aniewski, have studied reformers intent on
assimilating Native Americans, others have considered the antimodernists of the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries who, rather, romanticized Indians. Many of these latter
historians have argued that antimodernists-like the assimilationists--deprived Indians
of agency by stereotyping them and objectifying them for consumption. For instance, T.
J. Jackson Lears called attention to the paradox of antimodernism-that, while
antimodernists grieved the destructive impact of modernization and capitalism on Indian
societies, they behaved as capitalists themselves, engineering and consuming ideas about
Indians. In effect, while preoccupied on romanticizing Indians, antimodernists failed to
acknowledge their complicity in destroying Indian societies, preferring instead to "den[y]
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the dilemmas posed by modemization." 10 Leah Dilworth drew similar conclusions in her
study of southwestern tourism in the twentieth century. In Seeing and Being Seen:
Tourism in the American West, she argued that antimodemist tourists experienced
"imperialist nostalgia" in regard to Native Americans, at once suppressing Indian culture
and mourning its loss. 11 They romanticized Indians, toured the Southwest, and purchased
Indian arts and crafts out of a "sense of longing for what one is complicit in destroying or
altering." 12 By consuming Indian souvenirs, white women could ease their anxieties
about industrialization. Touring also provided escape from "the problem of idle
womanhood." 13 In the Southwest, Native Americans were thus objectified and
commodified by nostalgic middle-class tourists. The tourist was "always the subject" in
this interaction, while the Indian was "always the object of the gaze, a commodity to be
consumed visually." 14 Dilworth argued that, by empowering tourists and disempowering
Indians, these interactions "shut down the possibility of dialogue between Native
Americans and tourists." 15 Tourists preyed upon Indian culture, literally depleting it even
as they mourned its loss. Thus, each of these historians of twentieth-century
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antimodemism would contend that women like Margaret Splawn were complicit in a
capitalist program that deprived Native Americans of their agency, both socially and
economically.
In contrast to those above, other scholars have seen greater potential for Indian
agency-even if limited-in the interactions between white women and Indians in the
nineteenth and twentieth centuries. This group of scholars has frequently noted that
women-whether frontierswomen, assimilationists, or antimodemists-grew to
understand Native Americans better through first-hand interactions and, as a result,
changed their views of Indians. For instance, in contrast to Julie Roy Jeffrey, Glenda
Riley argued in Women and Indians on the Frontier, 1825-1915 that women pioneers
came to view Indians sympathetically after encountering them in low-risk environments
(for instance, while bartering for food). 16 Riley, therefore, implied that Indians exercised
limited agency, by changing women's perspectives. However, by focusing on the frontier
women, she gave little insight into the Native American side of these interactions.
Offering a more balanced perspective, Peggy Pascoe suggested in Relations of
Rescue that first-hand interactions between women reformers and Native Americans
caused all parties to develop more nuanced understandings of the other. In Relations,
Pascoe described efforts by middle-class white women to inculcate minority women
(including Native Americans) with Victorian values, noting that minority women were
hardly "victims" or "putty in the hands ofreformers." 17 Rather, these minority women
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crafted compromises between Victorianism and indigenous culture. 18 Though not entirely
"free agents," they made their own choices, often deciding to enter the mission home
because it was a "desirable alternative" to the poverty and abuse outside. 19 Elsewhere,
Pascoe suggested that, in compiling studies like Relations of Rescue, she had attempted to
capture the perspectives of the "powerless, as well as the powerful" and to "keep a firm
eye on the tensions between the power of the dominant, on the one hand, and the agency
of the oppressed, on the other."20 She had demonstrated that, although white women
attempted to control them, Native Americans still exerted their own influence in the
world.
Moving from the reformers to the antimodemists, Sherry Smith similarly argued
in Reimagining Indians that, by gaining first-hand experience with Native Americans,
white people came to transcend their cultural preconceptions and defend Indians in
popular literature. According to Smith, experience with Indians in the field taught
antimodemists to discard the "assimilationist-acculturationist" view of Native Americans
and instead embrace "a more pluralistic view." 21 Whereas some antimodemists initially
viewed Native Americans as "just another feature of the endlessly fascinating Great
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Plains fauna," these same people came to regard them as "acquaintances, comrades, and
friends. " 22 As the result of fieldwork, many antimodemists came to support legislation
like the Indian Reorganization Act, which increased Indian sovereignty and officially
articulated the value of safeguarding Native American cultures. Ultimately, Smith
suggested that Indians had the agency necessary to instigate these changes, though
perhaps not to enact them alone. Much like Riley, Smith further highlighted limitations to
Indian agency by focusing her analysis on the antimodemist side of Indian-white
exchanges.
Philip Deloria has likewise considered ways in which Native Americans achieved
a measure of agency despite attempts by antimodemists to appropriate and control Indian
identity. Deloria argued that antimodemists assumed Indian identities, or "play[ed]
Indian," in an attempt "to encounter the authentic amidst the anxiety of urban industrial
and postindustrial life."23 Ironically, even as antimodemists desired to be more Indian,
they simultaneously "wield[ed] power against Indians" and "dr[ew] power from them." 24
Much like Smith, Deloria suggested that Indians pushed back against antimodemist
controls through first-hand interactions with white people. They played Indian with nonIndians, and used the occasion to "nudge notions of Indianness in directions they found
useful." 25 According to Deloria, Native Americans exercised some agency in the later
antimodemist era, even though their options were circumscribed by white contexts.
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Also basing her account on the reformers and antimodernists of the nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, Margaret Jacobs has noted how both white women and Native
Americans exercised agency in their interactions. According to Jacobs, assimilationists
and antimodernists alike projected their own feminist goals onto Native Americans of the
Southwest, seeing in them the embodiment of female oppression or sexual liberation,
depending on the circumstances. 26 Yet, even as white women objectified Native
Americans and manipulated ideas about them, Indians used interactions with white
women to help them realize their own social or economic ends. For instance, indigenous
potters like Maria Martinez used white women's interest in Indian artwork as opportunity
to gain economic independence. Other Pueblos knowingly marketed white stereotypes
about Indians, and in so doing, made themselves less economically dependent on whites.
Summarizing these efforts, Jacobs wrote that Pueblos "marketed their ethnic identity for
tourists in order to cope with the exigencies of dependency. " 27 As knowing participants in
the formation of their own image, Pueblos exerted influence that even white women
lacked, oblivious as they often were to their role in stereotyping Indians. Thus, although
Jacobs showed Pueblos working within a context set by white women, she demonstrated
Indian agency at work in white-Indian interactions.
Much like Jacobs, Laura Jane Moore has described moments in tourist
interactions when Indians exercised agency during the twentieth century. In "Elle Meets
the President," Moore argued that the tourist setting always implied the "conquest of
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Indian America" through the "ideological reduction of native cultures to their marketable
artistic products."28 Tourists and companies objectified and stereotyped Indians at fairs
and exhibits. At the same time, the tourist economy empowered Indians-for instance,
reinforcing the woman artist's "economic, cultural, and social centrality" in society.

29

In

addition, by presenting their artwork to white audiences, Indians could educate them in
their culture and values. Moore, therefore, concluded that though tourist settings were
complicated-sites of both "exploitation and resistance"-tourism was still the means
whereby native women secured "both financial remuneration and cultural respect for
their work." 30 Thus, even in circumscribed settings, Indians managed to act
independently and in their own interest.
In Rim Country Exodus, Dan Herman has also highlighted occasions when Native
Americans exercised agency in the nineteenth- and twentieth-century Southwest, despite
mechanisms of white control. Herman has argued that even paternalistic relationships
provided Indians with "leverage" or "cultural sovereignty." 31 By appealing to white
people's sense of honor and duty, Indians could secure their own ends. Indian women, for
instance, could call on Indian agehts to curtail domestic abuse. Both on and off
reservation, paternalism operated as a "system of trades" whereby "superiors offered
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small liberties in exchange for honor and approval." 32 Similarly, at fairs and markets,
where Indian culture was commodified for white consumption, Indians engaged in
"cultural activism," using face-to-face interactions as opportunity to educate white people
about their cultures. 33 Herman has argued that these interactions have been ignored by
scholars who focus on white discourses about Indians rather than examining the often
nonverbal "social practices" or "emotive performance" that influenced the way race was
"lived" by both groups. 34 Herman contended, ultimately, that "cultural activism" on the
part of Indians "changed [the] minds" of white people, who brought in legislation that
accommodated cultural difference more readily. 35 In this sense, Indians not only
exercised agency in their interactions with white people-they did so quite effectively.
While the historians above have often drawn their conclusions about Indian
agency based on analyses of sources produced by white settlers and authorities, other
scholars have demonstrated Indian agency through studies focused on the Native
American side of white-Indian interactions. Historians in this group have sometimes
noted that Indians maintained their independence by distancing themselves from white
communities. Helen Schuster, for instance, argued that Yakama Indians successfully
maintained cultural traditions by adapting to certain majority societal expectations and by
shutting out others entirely. Schuster pointed in particular to longhouse ceremonies as an
example of a tribal ritual that existed on reservations created by whites, but offered a
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"bounded, exclusive field of interaction," which united the community and safeguarded
traditions. 36 Martha Knack similarly argued that Native Americans in the Southwest
survived by selectively appropriating white traditions and adapting them to community
purposes. Knack noted that southern Paiute tribes consciously "construct[ed] mechanisms
designed to maintain the distinctiveness of their separate cultures and in so doing assured
that there has continued to be a boundary."37 Although they did not overtly "challeng[e]
Euro-American power or cultural demands," they still retained traditions that guaranteed
community cohesion. 38 Along similar lines, Alexandra Harmon described in Indians in
the Making how Indians of the Pacific Northwest successfully resisted government

efforts to narrowly define them in the twentieth century. When the government arbitrarily
defined tribes by reservation, Indians resisted by intermarrying, moving off reservation,
and using the American legal system to claim particular resources. Both Indians and nonIndians made concessions, "yet the result of their concessions was neither a merger of
two societies nor the subordination of one to the other." 39 In these negotiations, both sides
asserted their views and managed to create compromises. Thus, Harmon, like Schuster
and Knack, has demonstrated ways in which Native Americans exercised agency, often
through selective appropriation of white traditions.
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Per Peggy Pascoe's advice to historians, this thesis aims to consider-as much as
possible-both perspectives in the story about Margaret Splawn and her interactions with
Yakama Indians. This thesis takes much of its influence from those historians who see
Indian agency at work during particular moments in the nineteenth and twentieth
centuries. Although Margaret Splawn demonstrated many of the problematic qualities of
antimodemists, romanticizing Indians, stereotyping and objectifying them, she also
learned through experience. Curiosity, nostalgia, and guilt all drew her to Indian
communities, where Indians spoke to her about their needs and concerns. Influenced by
these interactions, Splawn carried Indian concerns to local and national authorities. These
interactions, thus, allowed both Splawn and Yakama Indians to air their concerns to a
wider audience and, in so doing, gamer attention for their viewpoints. By outlining this
story, this thesis endeavors to provide further evidence of Indian agency at work in
Indian-white interactions and, further, to enrich the history of interactions between
women and Native Americans in the Pacific Northwest.
The following chapter of this thesis will examine Splawn's work as historian. In
this capacity, she often aligned herself with antimodemists and women of the arts and
crafts movement in the 1920s to 1930s. She demonstrated concern for the preservation of
Indian language and culture, and participated in community projects-like the ceremony
at Kamiakin's Garden-to commemorate both Indian and white pioneer history. As a
rancher who appreciated the trappings of white progress and as an admirer of Indian
culture, she found herself in a difficult and often contradictory position. These
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contradictions led her, on the one hand, to give Indians voice in western history but, on
the other hand, to write their history into a larger narrative about white progress.
As a historian, Splawn demonstrated a certain ambivalence about Indians,
sometimes suggesting that they should be "modernized" and effectively absorbed into
white society, and sometimes insisting that Indian culture and history should be
preserved. However, in as much as she relied on first-hand research and encouraged
Indian participation in history-making at venues like the Yakima Valley Historical
Society, she also gave voice to Yakama Indians, and in so doing, fostered Indian agency.
Her sense of complicity in the destruction of Indian culture also proved productive on
certain occasions, causing her to invite Indians into club settings-the subject of the final
chapter in this thesis-and to air their complaints about white abuses. Particularly on the
occasion of the proposed move of the Yakima Indian Agency from Simcoe to Toppenish,
Splawn used her leverage as a woman and respected community member to repeat Indian
complaints to government leaders. She garnered attention to the Indians' causes and
sometimes helped achieve concrete changes in policy as a result. Though her goals were
not always aligned with those of the Yakama Indians, she still tended to facilitate Indian
agency throughout her life by simply listening to Native American accounts and
repeating them to others. It is hoped that the story of Margaret Splawn can, therefore,
provide insight about interactions between women and Native Americans in the Pacific
Northwest and ways in which those relationships-ambivalent as they often werefacilitated Indian agency in the early twentieth century.

CHAPTER IV
HISTORY-MAKING: MARGARET SPLAWN CRAFTS AN
INCLUSIVE YET IMPERIALIST HISTORY OF THE WEST, 1910s-1940s
In 1944, the Oregon Journal announced in an article, "For the first time in its
history, the Oregon Historical Society has elected two women honorary members." 1 The
women were Miss E. Rush Rookwood, librarian and teacher at Lewis and Clark College,
and Margaret Splawn, who received membership in recognition of her efforts in revising
and republishing Ka-mi-akin. The author of the journal article enthused, "In this fastmoving 'woman's world,' scarcely does the public become accustomed to seeing the fair
sex entrenched in one field new to them since the war when their perfume is detected
pervading another business, industry or profession that has previously been man's
domain," and added further that Rookwood and Splawn were carrying on in the tradition
of Sacajawea, who "led Lewis and Clark through the Northwest."2 The author suggested
that, like the Indians before them, these women were receiving long overdue
acknowledgement.
Indeed, after her husband's death in 1917, Margaret Splawn invested significant
effort in researching and writing the history of the Pacific Northwest-and particularly
the history of the Native Americans in the region. For instance, in recognition of her
work, in 1932 the General Federation of Women's Clubs (GFWC) declared her a prize
1
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winner in an essay contest on the traditional backgrounds of Native Americans. In her
essay, "Yakima Indians of Washington," Splawn described the artwork and ceremonies
of Yakama Indians, having learned about these traditions from Ka-mi-akin and personal
investigations. In 1944, she went on to republish Ka-mi-akin, incorporating footnotes and
an index, again drawn from her husband's and her own investigations. Describing the Kami-akin project, she noted that she had traveled to points throughout Washington and

Oregon to "dig up information."3 She had looked to verify her husband's notes,
attempting, for instance, to confirm his observations about the "Similkameen Tribe" or
certain "clay caves or pits" where Indians had lived at Oroville.4 Through this and many
other investigations, Splawn demonstrated her commitment to recording the history of
both Native Americans and white pioneers of the West-it was for this reason that the
Oregon Historical Society acknowledged her work.
Upon closer consideration, Splawn's work as historian reveals some of the
tensions present in white women of her time, as she idealized Native Americans,
lamenting the loss of their history and culture, and yet celebrated and benefitted from the
very industrialization and expansion that tended to obliterate Indian traditions. This
chapter will argue that, though problematic, this tension proved productive for
meaningful communication between Splawn and Native Americans. Splawn's sense of
complicity in the destruction of Indian culture caused her to place herself in situationsin clubs, on the reservation and off-where she heard from and spoke to Native
3
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Americans in the Yakima area. Certainly she retained stereotypes about Indians, seeing
them at times as romantic figures and at other times as victims in need of white
assistance. However, by being willing to hear from Native Americans, she learned about
their actual concerns and opinions-and she pushed for changes in her local area in line
with those concerns. This chapter will examine the tensions in Splawn's view oflndians,
while the following chapter will consider how Splawn's conflicted understanding of
Native Americans led her to act on their behalf and in concert with their wishes. The two
chapters together will suggest that, though women like Splawn may have entertained
paternalistic or stereotypical ideas about Native Americans, they still evolved
relationships with Indians which instructed them in Native American concerns and
inspired them to act in accordance.

Romanticizing the Past
As a rancher, pioneer and a self-professed friend of Native Americans, Splawn
found herself tom between admiration for the agricultural and industrial achievements of
the twentieth century and nostalgia for a previous, simpler, indigenous way of life. She
was in good company. Many women and men of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries
entertained antimodemist sentiments, wishing to escape civilization for a simpler world,
and they often conflated Native American life with this idealized world. For residents of
eastern Washington, this nostalgia could take the form of poems, essays, or speeches
glorifying the honor, bravery, and ingenuity of the early white pioneers, who thrived
despite difficult conditions. For instance, in one poem, Splawn mourned the loss of the
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old pioneers, now "hoary," who were once "brave boys who volunteered / Their all to
keep back the savage red man." 5 Continuing in praise of pioneers, Splawn lauded the "old
times," when settlers left their "latch string hung out" and welcomed every stranger into
their homes. 6 She noted that these early settlers experienced "hardships, privations and
dangers" as "general routine," rejected cowardice, and regarded integrity as a "standard
for advancement and standing in the community."7 Splawn suggested that, though they
lived hard lives, the pioneers possessed virtues that modem society had, sadly, lost in the
rush to industrialize.
Adding to the list of pioneer virtues, Splawn praised the fierce self-reliance of the
early settlers. She noted in particular that settlers survived in the arid West despite the
government's duplicity in "luring" pioneers to the "wastes" by offering timber and large
tracts of land. 8 In memory of their heroism, she encouraged the city of Yakima to plant
trees, which would not only "beautifly]" the town but also commemorate the pioneers'
reliance on "every sprout and slip" in the region. 9 Like the pioneers, trees would stand
"straight and strong to better withstand the wintry blasts and torrid heat of those earlier
strenuous years," and recall those days of "cool fragrance" and "songbirds nesting." 10 In
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a letter to the Yakima Herald, Splawn further expressed her nostalgia for lost landscape
and her desire to preserve what remained. She accused industrialists of "relentless and
reckless" disregard for the "picturesque. " 11 Like leeches, these people "sap[ped] ... the
very vitality of life." As this accusation suggests, Splawn's antimodernism encompassed
not only pioneers but also the natural environment that presumably supported them in the
past.
Splawn not only mourned the loss of pioneers and natural landscapes, she also
expressed her sadness for the lost pre-contact Native American community. She, like
many Americans of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, sometimes
represented Native Americans as a dying culture. Though she acknowledged that many
had survived contact with whites, she implied that these survivors had been irreparably
corrupted by white civilization. Invoking a biblical paradise, she compared pre-contact
America to a "holy land where countless villages dotted the luxuriant valleys" and "bands
of gaily dressed savages roamed over every hillside _and plain, humanity unrestrained
vied with bird and beast in the exercise of liberty absolute." 12 She suggested that precontact America was Edenic-the sinless embodiment of natural living and democratic
principles. Contact with white people ruined this idyllic state of affairs. Splawn
implicated white trappers and traders, missionaries, and the United States government in
destroying this indigenous paradise through violence, disregard, dishonesty, and greed.
She named trappers and hunters as "disreputable characters from the vanguard" who
11
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"kill[ ed] and scalp[ ed] Indians for pure braggadocio," causing Indians to retaliate later
against innocent pioneers. 13 Overeager missionaries, she further argued, "caused some
jealousies and misrepresentations to arise" due to their doctrinal infighting and cultural
ignorance. 14 Ultimately, they left Indians "worse than before."

15

Splawn reserved her harshest criticism for the government. Not only did the
government deceive pioneers about the merits of western land, it also failed to protect
them against Indians seeking retribution for past wrongs. Furthermore, the government
failed to uphold treaties with Indians, thus further exacerbating pioneer-Indian relations
and "caus[ing]" the subsequent Yakama Indian War of the 1850s. 16 Splawn accused the
government of utilizing "incompetent or rascally agents" and "political hacks ready and
willing to steal what rightly belonged to the government's wards." 17 In Splawn's
rendition of western history, Native Americans and white pioneers had been equally
victimized by the agents of white civilization-traders, the church, and the government.
Like all antimodernists, she mourned the loss of peace and innocence, which pioneers
and Indians might otherwise have shared.
Splawn further linked depredations against Native Americans to the woman's
plight. Depicting nature and Native Americans in feminine terms, she wrote that Indians
once "lived close to the throbbings of nature's heart while she whispered many secrets
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which they wove into their mats, blankets and baskets." 18 Later, white institutions
destroyed nature's fertility and Native American artistry. As Splawn wrote, "The Western
thing known as civilization and progress acts like a desert's blighting breath on
everything poetical and artistic that comes to our land." 19 Splawn implied that "mother"
nature and the feminine aspects of indigenous cultures had been ruthlessly destroyed by
male conquerors. As a member of the Washington State Federation of Women's Clubs,
she most likely addressed these remarks to clubwomen during the arts and crafts
movement of the 1920s. She implied that white women had particular stakes in rectifying
this situation-that they should, therefore, embrace the "sun kissed embroidery" of

°

foreign artists. 2 For Indians, she wrote, art contained their histories. It was their only
means of"handing down a literature save by oral tradition," and-she implied-to be
collected and preserved by the clubwoman who acknowledged the white man's past sins
against Native Americans. 21 Using gendered language, Splawn thus reinforced her claim
that Native Americans had been victimized by white people, who tragically deprived
Indians of their innocence and artistic penchant.
Indeed, when describing the Indians of times past, Splawn often used a variety of
romantic images to suggest their natural innocence. Like others of her time, she invoked
the idea of the noble savage who roams "care free ... coming and going, happy in [his]
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blissful ignorance."22 These simple Indians lived on a "sunkissed plain unmarred by the
foot print of the pale face." 23 Like other antimodemists, Splawn suggested that precontact Indians were noble, sexually uninhibited, warlike, and superstitious. She implied
that even the contemporary Yakama Indians possessed many of these traits. When
describing a potlatch she had attended, she noted that she had seen "a youth and maiden"
who "made love all oblivious"-the maiden behaving "ever so coy."24 Splawn described
another woman-a "very old friend," Wi-yi-wi-yi-as a "princess of blood royal." 25 She
also mentioned an "aged creature chanting a dirge," suggesting the oft-repeated
stereotype of the superstitious elderly Indian. 26 Even when describing her friends, Splawn
did not entirely escape the tendency-common in the early twentieth century-of
romanticizing Native Americans and their supposedly primitive lives.
In describing the disappearance of bygone Indian cultures, Splawn emphasized
the inevitability of the change. She noted that white civilization would, invariably,
corrupt Native American innocence. "Doomed ... to extermination," Indians had
"fold[ed] their blankets of silence around them, passing out of existence without leaving a
page of history behind to tell of the[ir] past hopes, fears, loves, battles, intellectual
22
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physics and moral life." 27 Perhaps intending to garner the support of more
readers/listeners, Splawn invoked images of Indian passivity and victimhood in the face
of abuses. For instance, she compared the Native American race to an elderly Indian man
who experienced a moment of hopefulness when he heard a sound from his traditional
past, but then, returning to the present, he immediately "drop[ped] down as tho held by
fetters while a melancholy settle[ d] over his face and he chant[ed] the death song of the
race. " 28 Splawn suggested that, helpless as they were, Indians were perhaps in particular
need of white assistance.
Writing in more concrete, biological terms, Splawn noted that Indian cultures
were disappearing due to the mixing of white and Native American races. In her
consideration of Indian biology, Splawn was likely influenced by scientists, novelists,
and historians who expressed anxieties at the turn of the century about miscegenation. 29
Although some Americans regarded racial mixing optimistically, believing that Native
Americans would be improved by being absorbed into white society, others-like
Splawn-disapproved, suggesting that miscegenation would corrupt Native Americans
and simultaneously destroy a primitive heritage much needed by white society. 30 Splawn
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argued, for instance, that after whites and Indians "mingled so promiscuously," Indians
became more conniving and mendacious. 31 They, therefore, came to lie about historical
events, "spin[ning] a tale about every old pile ofrocks or hills."32
In fact, as Lauren Basson has argued, anxieties about miscegenation were
common in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries as immigrants arrived in the United
States in increasing numbers and Americans, feeling besieged, attempted to define their
national identity Immigrants and mixed-race people reminded Americans that race and
nationality were cultural constructs and, in this way, they "destabilized" boundaries
between people and "challenged prevailing assumptions about the existence of naturally
separate races." 33 As racially mixed people encroached on cultural boundaries, they also
called into question methods of property distribution on the basis of racial difference.
Again, as a rancher in the Yakima area, Margaret Splawn likely shared these concerns.
Although other factors may have motivated her stance on miscegenation, she-like
others-probably wished to retain physical and intellectual control over resources in the
West.
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In a cautionary tale set circa 1881, Splawn further revealed her concerns about
racial mixing. In her story, an Indian girl, "beautiful in her wild rose freshness" and
"child-like in her simplicity," sleeps with a white military man and bears a half-Indian
child. 34 The child, John Brice, grows up in white society and views himself as a white
man until he fathers his own child, who is indigenous American in appearance. Suddenly
furious, Brice nearly murders his white father before he himself dies. 35 In the end, the
story suggests that the combination of white and Indian biology produces something
dangerous or at least tragic. When Brice realizes that he is half Native American, the
"veneer of culture and civilization" is torn from him and he is "left ... clothed in the
cunning of his race supplemented with a white man's knowledge." 36 In this passage,
Splawn suggested that whites and Indians were driven to act by separate and biologically
determined traits and that the two ought not to mix. The real tragedy in Brice's story was
that he "fac[ed] his own future without the map of his ancestry to guide him," and
likewise, Splawn implied, in an ideal world, Native Americans would have been left to
their traditional ways. However, she further suggested that since white society had
already intruded in Native American communities, loss of Indian culture and biology
were both, sadly, inevitable.
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Lauding Pioneer Progress
Although Splawn lamented the loss of past, idyllic Indian societies, she also
praised the very technologies of white society that tended to strip Native Americans of
cultural and economic well-being. Indeed, as a rancher, she found herself in a
complicated position, attempting to denounce white abuses while benefitting from the
land, water, and resources that once belonged to the Yakama Indians. Splawn-and
others of eastern Washington-praised the early white pioneers for making the
"wilderness ... blossom" by expanding irrigation systems. 37 She applauded the pioneers'
selfless ways, rhetorically noting, "Who signed up their large holdings and gave up the
freedom of open spaces that the Tieton canal might become possible[?] .... When the
bugle call of Reclamation was sounded who answered[?]"38 The pioneers, of course.
While extolling pioneer innovations, Splawn singled out women for particular
praise. "The pioneer women," she said, "were the gardeners."39 They reclaimed the desert
by planting willow trees, fruits, and vegetables; carrying water; managing irrigation
ditches; hoeing; and the like. Splawn recounted the story of the "first garden," planted by
Martha Thorpe, who "knew the earth" and tended it "like a mother." 40 Splawn noted that
she had learned all of this-about this first garden and Thorpe's maternal instincts-from
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"an old Indian woman." 41 With this detail, she suggested that white and Indian women
shared a common heritage of tending and improving the earth. However, the first garden
in Washington-and the instinct to improve the land-belonged to the white pioneers.
Splawn not only praised the achievements of pioneer women, she also proudly
noted her husband's role in furthering irrigation projects in eastern Washington state. She
indicated that he had selflessly acquired "450 cu. ft. from the Tieton river" in order to
safeguard it for reclamation projects under Theodore Roosevelt. 42 Referring to herself
and her husband, she concluded, "We helped build a beautiful city with schools and
churches, a produce row at which any city might be proud."43 Splawn again exalted
progress in Washington state during a speech to voters in which she encouraged
Washingtonians to support labor unions. "We live in the best State in the best country on
Earth," she said, "The eyes of the entire country are on us, but the top has not yet been
reached. Much in the way of development needs yet to be done physically, industrially,
and culturally .... Let us build for the future in our State, homes radiant and happy in
economic security."44 Such speeches show that, even as Splawn pined after undeveloped
American landscapes and primitive cultures, she also admired agricultural and industrial
developments in Washington state, credited pioneers for those changes, and herself
benefitted from resources once held by Indians.

41

Splawn, Speech (?), on pioneer women, Homer B. Splawn Papers.

42

Splawn, Speech (?), on pioneer women, Homer B. Splawn Papers.

43

Splawn, Speech (?), on pioneer women, Homer B. Splawn Papers.

44

Margaret Splawn, "Voters of Washington, I Greet You," 1938, box 4, folder 1, Homer B.
Splawn Papers.

60
Splawn was not alone in applauding Washington's agricultural and industrial
developments. The Yakima Indian Agency joined her in praising agricultural
productivity, encouraging its Native American wards to farm, irrigate, and present their
produce as evidence of their advancing status as a race. In 1914, the Commissioner for
the Bureau of Indian Affairs thanked the Superintendent of the Yakima Indian Agency
for sending "apples, com and potatoes" grown by Yakama Indians as these were "a
splendid indication not only of the possibilities of [Yakima] country, but also of the
industry and intelligence of [Yakima's] Indians."45 In another letter, reservation dweller
Franklin P. Olney affirmed the Yakima Indian Agency's farming program, noting that he
believed it important for Indians to produce and publically exhibit the "best farm
products as well as ... best cow, best bull, best Horse, best chickens, best calf, or best
colt, etc., etc." because such exhibitions would "instill[] an ambition to always raise the
best of everything with a view to Value of same."46 Per Olney' s advice, state fairs in
Washington showed off Indian farm products, livestock, and crafts, as well as their homemaking skills and "progress [in] education."47 To further encourage Indians to embrace
this culture of agricultural and industrial productivity, the Yakima Indian Agency
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ultimately put Indian exhibitors at the fair up against white exhibitors, claiming that such
competition would inspire Native Americans to be better farmers. 48
Though Margaret Splawn joined the Yakima Indian Agency in praising
agricultural development-even at the expense of Native Americans-she also seemed to
be conscious of the contradictions in her view. She pined for a simpler, more primitive,
indigenous world, even suggesting on occasion that Indians could not productively enter
white society. At the same time, she lauded the irrigation and agricultural schemes that
monopolized Indian resources and "corrupted" Indian culture, among other things
aligning herself with women's clubs that sought to modernize and assimilate Native
Americans into white society. The two instincts-antimodemist and progressive-came
into conflict throughout Splawn's career, a fact which she acknowledged by noting her
feelings of culpability in indigenous problems. Once she sadly noted, "I feel that we are a
culpable people; we came, we saw, we conquered."49 Here and elsewhere she suggested
that Native Americans had not only been deprived of economic resources but also
excised from histories of the West-twice victimized. Thus, whether motivated by guilt
or feelings of identification with a victimized people, Splawn carried a sense of
complicity with her throughout her career as historian and endeavored, as a result, to
resolve indigenous-white tensions by readmitting Native Americans into the history of
the West.
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Writing a New History of the West
As a historian, Splawn felt compelled to preserve indigenous language and
history, seeing these as key components of western American history. She was
particularly committed to learning, preserving, and sharing Indian languages. She and her
husband both spoke Chinook, a language originating in the pidgin European-indigenous
speech used by traders in the nineteenth century. By embracing this syncretic language,
Splawn suggested her commitment to the idea that all cultures are equal, none
predominating. 50 She used her language ability to communicate with Yakama Indians,
collecting their perspectives and histories. Splawn's children noted, for instance, that she
welcomed the "Saluskin families" onto her ranch every spring during root-digging
season. 51 In the evenings, the Saluskin women sat with Splawn in the living room,
"combing their hair, and convers[ing] with Mrs. Splawn for hours in Chinookjargon." 52
At the end of the season, Splawn always gifted the Saluskins with a "potlatch""something extra ... that was useful." 53 Splawn's children also recalled that their mother
occasionally dropped Chinook words into her everyday conversations: "Nika kumtux (I
understand)" or "Yaka Mesachie (He is a bad one)." 54 Splawn filled notebooks with the
Chinook words she had learned to describe roots, plants, and locations-information she
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presumably learned during encounters as with the Saluskin families. 55 Along with Indian
vocabulary, Splawn noted the cultural uses of plants, roots, and the like. In a typical entry
she noted, "Soap plant - Root fibers used for brushes, juice for glue-roasted bulbs made
into poultices-mashed when fresh and thrown into a stream, stupefies fish." 56 Facility
with Chinook thus allowed Splawn occasion to befriend Native Americans, hear accounts
from their perspective, absorb information about their culture, and cede cultural authority
during encounters with Yakama Indians. Leaming Chinook was an inclusive act on
Splawn's part-a means by which she incorporated indigenous history into accounts of
the West.
Indeed, Splawn drew on her knowledge of indigenous culture and languages to
educate others about Yakama Indians and encourage their advocacy for Indian rights (to
be discussed further in the following chapter). As her husband had suggested in Ka-mi-

akin, she also believed that knowledge of Indian mythology and language was
foundational for any historian of the West. On this point, A. J. Splawn wrote, "To
understand the underlying principle which controls most of the Indian[']s actions and
habits we must know his religion and the idea of the origin ofthings." 57 In accordance
with this idea, Splawn wrote in essays and speeches about Yakama Indian culture,
striving to make Indian practices understandable to her readers by comparing them to
white traditions. In her prize-winning essay published by the General Federation of
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Women's Clubs (GFWC), she noted, for instance, that Indians-like Christians-had a
creation myth, a flood story, a Noah counterpart, a concept of good and evil, and a
ceremony similar to Communion. 58 Splawn used these comparisons to increase her
readers' understanding of-and, presumably, sympathy for-Native Americans. She used
the educational essay as occasion to instruct her readers in problems they might wish to
address in the future-for instance, the fact that treaties unfairly deprived Native
Americans of land and resources. Hinting at her frustration with land inequities, Splawn
wrote in her essay for the GFWC that the treaty negotiated between the federal
government and Northwestern Indians in 1855 "provided for the surrender by the Yakima
of29,000 square miles ofland, with the exception of the Yakima Indian Reservation as
known today, comprising less than 120,000 acres." 59 Left implied in this statement was
Splawn's hope that clubwomen would sympathize with Indians and support reservation
reforms as a result. Because she could translate from one idiom to another, Splawn could
more effectively educate a white audience about problems in the treatment of Native
Americans-and she knew it.
Although Splawn studied Indian languages in order to better communicate with
Native Americans and memorialize their history in the Northwest, she had mixed
motives. On the one hand, because she knew Chinook, she could better represent the
interests of Yakama Indians, but, on the other hand, she could also use Indian words to
enrich or romanticize the history of white settlement in the Northwest. In this sense, her
58
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antimodernist and progressive instincts again came into conflict. As a historian of the
Pacific Northwest, she wanted to incorporate indigenous culture into her account not only
to honor the Yakama Indian community but also to add depth-a kind of romantic
glow-to the settlers' history and, in so doing, promote her region to visitors and other
outsiders. Splawn once complained that the European names applied to Northwestern
locales were "threadbare," inane repetitions of old formulas. 60 She regarded the overuse
of saints' names and suffixes like "town" as "prostitution of an opportunity" and "poor
imitation of an imitation." 61 She preferred to replace these old European names with
Indian ones and, in so doing, add culture and historic depth to the West. "The period for
history-making in the West is of short duration," Splawn wrote, "The races from whom
we may gather the foundation are fast passing away." 62 Splawn sought to convince
Northwesterners to apply Indian names to places and geographic features, regarding these
more "original[]" names as a means of distinguishing the West from the remainder of the
United States. 63 Speaking also as an antimodernist, she noted that, if called by the Indian
word, a place retained "beauty" and the "spirit of the region." 64 Splawn, thus, assumed
responsibility as historian to "read [nature's] signs" and interview Native Americanslike the "red tillicums [red friend]" she interrogated once while admiring a winding
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stream-in order to recover the dying knowledge of a romantic past. 65 For Splawn,
indigenous place names were simultaneously about permitting Native Americans voice
and appropriating that voice to enrich white settler history-about escaping the
industrialized present for a romantic past, and about promoting the West's unique history
to tourists and visitors in the modem world. Perhaps, by encouraging the use of
indigenous place names, Splawn wished to resolve this antimodemist-modemist
tension-even to absolve herself of guilt over white abuses of power. However, her
efforts at resolution still evoke the imperialist history of the West, with associated
conflict between settlers and Native Americans.
Margaret Splawn brought her interest in preserving indigenous languages into her
work in the Yakima community-and Washington state at large. As a clubwoman in the
Washington State Federation of Women's Clubs (WSFWC), she used meetings and
conventions as opportunity to present Chinook vocabulary and Yakama Indian history.
For instance, likely speaking in 1940 at the forty-fourth annual meeting of the WSFWC,
Splawn chose to welcome clubwomen in Chinook: "Klahowya tillicums! Nerika kloshe
tum tum, mesike charko yukiva oke oke sun." 66 By inserting Chinook into her comments,
she normalized the language and made Yakima synonymous with Indian culture. Splawn
had similar goals when she, as an early member and co-founder of the Yakima Valley
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Historical Society, helped to select the "preserv[ation] of original Indian names ... and
their meaning" as one aspect of the society's raison d'etre. 67 In meetings of the Yakima
Valley Historical Society, Splawn drew attention to language problems in the Pacific
Northwest. For instance, in 1932, she presented a proposal to "have the name changed
from Rainier to Yakima Nation Park." 68 The society responded by selecting a committee
to consider the issue and prepare a plan of action.
As part of her work to preserve Native American languages and educate others in
indigenous history, Splawn also joined the Columbia River Archaeological Association,
whose aim was, in part, to preserve petroglyphs and archaeological sites along the
Columbia River. Splawn viewed petroglyphs, as well as "oyster piles, the first quarries
and arrow points" as evidence of the West's lost history that she intended to recover. 69
Speculating about early indigenous peoples-as yet unknown-she compared the history
of the West to "a closed room in our temple of knowledge." 70 She noted her desire to
access the knowledge of ancient civilizations hidden in this room and, at the same time,
to honor the early pioneers in the West. Still comparing history to a temple, Splawn
called on historians to erect "stained glass windows in memory of the great characters
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that brought the first light of civilization in this region." 71 The great characters that she
wished to honor were early trappers, traders, and explorers of the Pacific Northwestpeople like Gabriel Frachere, Finan McDonald, Alexander Ross, and John Clarke. Here
again Splawn evinced a mixed desire to understand and honor the indigenous inhabitants
of the Northwest and, at the same time, to use their history-a mysterious and romantic
temple-as the context for displaying the stories of white settlers. Both of these motives
drove Splawn in the 1920s-1940s to study the archaeology of the Yakima area.
In the 1920s, the Columbia River Archaeological Society undertook a project to
save petroglyphs at Rock Island Rapids that were threatened by the installation of Rock
Island Dam. Initially the society erected a sign "requesting the public to help preserve the
Indian paintings and etchings" at the rapids, but by 1929-between threats of vandalism
and rising water-the society opted to photograph and then move the petroglyphs. 72 The
archaeological society hoped to incorporate the petroglyphs into a monument or a
museum wall because, "if properly advertised," the glyphs could come to "symbolize
Wenatchee and Central Washington,just as the totem pole ha[d] become a symbol of
Seattle and the Northwest." 73 As she participated in these projects, Splawn again
struggled with competing priorities-preserve the petroglyphs in honor of Native
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American contributions to Northwestern history or exploit them to promote the new
museum and other developments in the area.
As she explored other archaeological sites, Splawn faced similar conflicts
between inclusive treatment of indigenous history and exploitation oflndian culture. In
1926, she attempted to locate a petroglyphic rock at Signal Peak, known only to certain
Native American guardians and, by special permission, her husband. On one occasion,
Splawn prepared to lead a Wenatchee Valley College professor to the rock but ultimately
cancelled the trip when her guide passed away. This incident suggests that, though
Splawn very much wished to investigate ancient relics, she deferred-to some extent-to
Yakama authority. She made similar decisions throughout the 1920s. At various times,
she led expeditions to investigate ancient skeletons near Yakima Ridge, pictographs near
Satus Pass highway, and footprints at Mt. Adams, but she did not widely publicize the
locations of these artifacts and she carried out her work with the assistance of Native
American guides. 74 In these instances, though she may have felt compelled to use
indigenous culture to draw in curious visitors, she chose instead to collect information for
her more complete history of the Northwest. Her motives were mixed, but, as with
indigenous languages, she showed signs of respect for Indian agency even as she
appropriated pieces of Native American culture for her own interests.
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Yakima Valley Historical Society
Margaret Splawn carried her work as historian into other community venues, and
in particular, the Yakima Valley Historical Society. Over several decades of involvement
in the historical society, she insisted on the importance of preserving indigenous
languages, artifacts, and culture. In her work, tensions remained between giving voice to
Native Americans on the one hand and, on the other, utilizing indigenous culture for
other ends-to distinguish Washington state history, to elevate the mythology of white
pioneers, or to demonstrate her expertise in the community.
According to Splawn's children, she participated in the creation of the Yakima
Valley Historical Society and helped conceptualize its mission from the start. Indeed,
both of the Splawns were involved in the historical society-A. J. Splawn as president in
the 191 Os and Margaret Splawn as official historian in the 191 Os and president in the
1940s. 75 The Yakima Valley Historical Society had its origins in the Yakima Pioneers'
Association, founded in 1909. 76 In 1917 the association reorganized into the historical
society to allow for increased membership. Among its objectives, the society included its
intent "to perpetuate the memory of the lives and deeds of those pioneers of the Yakima
Country, whose labors have done most to bring about the marvelous development from
sage brush to farm and cities, to gather authentic historical data from early white pioneers
still living, and from old Indians, and from all those who still retain the traditions of the
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country." 77 Like Splawn and the Yakima Indian Agency, the historical society revealed
its commitment to celebrating the technological and agricultural progress of the pioneers
in eastern Washington. Again, this commitment was a little fraught, considering the
society's simultaneous concern for honoring the elderly Native Americans in the
community-people whose resources and traditions were presumably threatened by the
"marvelous development" cited by the historical society.
However conflicted their goals may have been, both the Yakima Pioneers'
Association and Yakima Valley Historical Society wrote egalitarian motives into their
bylaws. The Pioneers' Association explicitly opened membership to "all citizens of white
or Indian blood who were residents in the original County of Yakima prior to November
9, 1889."78 Similarly, the Yakima Valley Historical Society opened its membership to
"any person ... actively interested" in the society's mission, and as one of its first acts, it
offered honorary membership to two Yakama Indians-Chief Ow-hi Saluskin and
Captain Billy Holite. 79 By including Native Americans in the organization's membership,
the society implicitly expanded the definition of "pioneer" to include indigenous peoples.

It also suggested that white and Indian history would be equally studied and respected by
members. Indeed, perhaps at Splawn's instigation, the historical society cited its interest
in "search[ing] out and preserv[ing] original Indian names of persons, things, and places
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and their meaning." 80 The inclusivity of these gestures appears all the more striking when
considering that the state-wide Washington Pioneer Association, which was established
only a few years earlier than the Yakima Pioneers' Association, apparently maintained a
more traditional definition of "pioneer" when it established its eligibility requirements.
The Washington Pioneer Association originally opened membership to "all those who
had come to [Washington] Territory prior to January 1, 1856," suggesting by its word
choice that it expected to recruit white settlers who had migrated into the area-not the
state's long-time indigenous residents. 81 In contrast, the Yakima Valley Historical
Society seemed to be committed to crafting an inclusive white and Native American
history of the region, allowing input from both white and Indian perspectives.
Despite its inclusive intentions, the Yakima Valley Historical Society probably
comprised a fairly homogeneous, white membership-particularly during less active
phases in the club's history. However, some Yakama Indians-particularly the Olney
family--did appear regularly at meetings. The Olneys counted themselves as Yakama
Indians though they were half-white and half-Yakama, descended from Nathan Olney,
Indian agent at the Yakima Indian Agency. Franklin P. Olney appeared more than once at
the historical society to recount his memories of pioneers in the Yakima area. He, like the
historical society and Yakima Indian Agency, expressed enthusiasm for a reservation
program of technological and industrial progress. He contended, for instance, that
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irrigation brought forth the "hidden treasure of the sagebrush" and created a society
replete with "comfortable homes, modem labor saving machinery, automobiles, and fine
cattle, sheep, and hogs." 82 He suggested that settlers originally taught Indians to farm,
causing them to take the "first steps in the right direction towards the highway of a
modem way of life, and civilization that marked a better success for the Red American in
the future." 83 Similarly, Olney praised progressive Yakima Indian Agency policies,
saying that these had resulted in improved education, housing, milling, and
blacksmithing. 84 Although Olney acknowledged some problems in land and water
distribution on the reservation-problems linked to expansion in white control over
resources-he still promoted a liberal, capitalist agenda, failing to indicate the
contradictions in celebrating Indian agency while seemingly supporting policies at odds
with that agency.
Along with the Olneys, the Yakima Valley Historical Society drew in other
professed Indian rights advocates-Lucullus V. McWhorter, for instance, who served for
years as an officer in the society. McWhorter advocated reforms in Native American
policy throughout his life, publishing booklets like "The Discards," in which he protested
the removal of Indian lands and irrigation rights. 85 In the 1920s, he advised Yakama
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Indian delegations to the federal government on their protest tactics. 86 He also wrote
repeatedly to the officials at the Yakima Indian Agency, inquiring about conditions under
which highways were permitted to pass through reservations, the health of Indian horses,
and policies on reservation land allotments. He so frustrated the agents with his
interference that they called him a bothersome meddler who claimed illegitimate "overlordship over the Yakima Indians. " 87 Overbearing as he may have been, Mc Whorter used
the Yakima Valley Historical Society as a vehicle for recording the Indian history of
Washington state and, in this way, furthered his protests against perceived white abuses
on the reservation.
Perhaps McWhorter was clear in his opposition to white appropriation of Native
American resources, but the Yakima Valley Historical Society, as a whole, was more
ambivalent, at times praising white industrial progress and at other times pining after
Indian cultures perceived as extinct. This ambivalence is evident in the society's program
for erecting monuments at locations of historic significance. In its bylaws, the historical
society had noted its plan to "mark historical trails and places in the Yakima country and
to preserve accurate records thereof'-and it did just this, marking locations deemed
significant to the history of Native Americans and white people in the area. 88 These
monuments were at once inclusive, incorporating references to Native Americans, and
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ethnocentric, tending to celebrate the achievements of the early white settlers-which
included the subjugation and confinement of Native Americans on reservations. The
historical society began by marking trails first used by "immigrants" entering the Yakima
Valley, including "points of interest and camping spots." 89 The society planned to use
"big iron posts" as markers, each "well capped" and filled with documents explaining the
marker's significance. 90 As a reminder of their locations, all markers would be
subsequently plotted on a quadrangle map.
As it began its monuments project, the Yakima Valley Historical Society often
selected sites with complicated histories, recalling pioneer successes in Indian-white
conflicts. For instance, the society marked sites where settlers had defeated Yakama
Indians during the wars of the 1850s. In 1919, it arranged with the Yakima Indian
Agency to "preserve the Block House or Fort erected by the whites at Fort Simcoe ... at
about the close of the Indian War of 1855-1856."91 The restored block house would
commemorate a time before the railroad arrived in Washington, a time when settlers
defeated Indians and, through their own ingenuity, built "one of the ... most picturesque
structures" in the Northwest. 92 The structure represented pioneer success, against all
odds, as did other markers commemorating the deaths of settlers and Indian agents during
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the war. For instance, the historical society marked the spots where Agent Bolam and
Captain Hambree were killed by Yakama Indians. 93 For society members, these spots
likely represented stages in the pioneers' progress toward ultimate victory and material
comfort in the Yakima area.
Along with commemorating successes and temporary setbacks in the Yakama
Indian Wars, the historical society marked the trails traveled by settlers en route to
eastern Washington. In 191 7, the group placed a monument beside W enas Creek to mark
the westward passage of the Longmire train. The monument recalled not only the arrival
of the pioneers in Washington state but also the garden of Chief Ow-hi. From the
beginning, pioneers had admired Ow-hi's garden with its healthy potato crop. The garden
inspired them to create their own, and they did. Thus, for society members, the Wenas
site had a dual meaning. Not only did it recall the pioneers' entrance into the West, it also
represented the beginning of agricultural productivity in the region. Ernest Lister,
Governor of Washington state, and Professor Edmond Meany of the Washington State
Historical Society both drew attention to these meanings when they appeared at the
dedication of the garden. David Longmire, who had traveled with the Longmire train and
also appeared at the garden's dedication, likewise connected the history of the place to
the present when he noted that the vegetables in Ow-hi' s garden compared favorably to
"the netted gems of the present day." 94 Evidently, the historical society chose the site out
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of enthusiasm for white material progress as much as a commitment to recording
indigenous history in the West.
Related to the Ow-hi marker was another placed at Basket Fort or Fort Naches
and the trails leading to the fort. As at the W enas trail, the historical society
acknowledged the Indian history associated with Basket Fort, which sat on a "main artery
of commerce used by the Indians from BC [British Columbia] to Mexico."95 Though it
recorded the indigenous history associated with the route, the society added that the
"greatest usefulness" of the Basket Fort trail was in "giving immigrants a road to come
into the valleys of: Klickitat, Toppenish, Yakima, Naches, Kittitas, Wenatchee, Methow
and Okanogan."96 In this case, although society members included Native American
history in their records, they seemed to view indigenous contributions as mere stages
culminating in pioneer achievements-significant only in that they prefigured the
successes in modem transportation and industry. Similar reasoning went into the
society's campaign to rename and mark Konowac Pass-another route used by Indians
and, later, by pioneers traveling west. The historical society urged county commissioners
to apply the Native American name to Konowac Pass rather than the European "Donald
Road." 97 Justifying the name change, the group noted that the Native American name
would "give emphasis and romance to the sturdy qualities of the pioneers who crossed
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over the trail" and, as a bonus, would "giv[e] the Indian a little more of his heritage."98
Although they generously included Native Americans in the history of the Pacific
Northwest, society members also used that indigenous history to justify the achievements
of pioneers- achievements that included the dispossession of Native Americans.
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Figure 3: Excerpt from Margaret Splawn's speech at Kamiakin's Garden, June, 191899
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At this time, efforts to mark historic places were, in fact, widespread in
Washington state. Most likely in the 1940s, the Yakima Valley Historical Society noted
the locations of 109 monuments that had already been established throughout the state. 100
As with Konowac and other markers established to celebrate industrial progress and
pioneer achievements in the West, the 109 monuments commemorated forts, first roads,
railroad builders, and early missionaries. Other monuments marked the sites where Indian
agents and pioneers died in the Yakama Indian War, where treaties were signed in 1855,
and where battles were fought. 101 Again, while these monuments wrote Native Americans
into the physical terrain of the West, they tended to celebrate moments of white conquest.
One of the historical society's most memorable markers-left at Kamiakin's
Garden to indicate the first irrigation canal in the Pacific Northwest-demonstrates a
similar ambivalence about Native American history. Appearing at the event, Margaret
Splawn publically credited the canal to Kamiakin, the Yakama chief who played a
prominent role in the Yakama Indian War. Splawn generously praised Kamiakin, calling
him kingly, a good businessman, a peaceful person, and a spiritual leader-one who had
welcomed missionaries into the area. Splawn noted, in addition, that Kamiakin's Garden
was a "sacred spot" in the Pacific Northwest-not only because it neighbored on a
Catholic mission but also because it was the "birt~ place of irrigation and stock raising in
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the Yakima Valley." 102 Though she included Kamiakin in the story of the West, she did
so as a means of honoring the pioneers and their agricultural successes, like irrigation and
cattle-raising. In this sense, by working Native Americans into the pioneers' history of
Yakima, she made white appropriation of resources seem inevitable. The speech
recollected history in such a way as to suggest that the Yakamas' lifestyle-their
gardening, in this case-invariably prefigured white developments. Her speech was
generous and inclusive in that it recalled Kamiakin, but at the same time, it suggested
white control over both narratives and resources in the West.
Indeed, one scholar, Chad Wriglesworth, has argued that the ceremony at
Kamiakin's Garden was fraught with irony. In attendance was Hazard Stevens, the son of
the infamous governor who presided over the defeat of the Yakama Indians-and
Kamiakin-during the wars of 1855 to 1858. Stevens played a crucial role in the creation
of the 1855 treaty which relegated the Cayuse, Umatilla, Nez Perce, Walla Walla, and
Yakama Indians to reservation lands-a treaty that, in effect, took away from the
Yakama Nation the very water and land celebrated in the irrigation ceremony.
Wriglesworth contended that Splawn and the Yakima Valley Historical Society cared
little for present-day Native Americans; they simply appropriated the figure of the
cultivating chief, Kamiakin, to celebrate their own interest in technological and
agricultural advancements. Because she played an important role in the festivities,
Wriglesworth has, therefore, taken Margaret Splawn to task for failing to recognize her
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"complicit participation in the social and economic marginalization of the Yakama
Nation." 103
As suggested by Wriglesworth, Splawn and the historical society effectively
mythologized the origins of irrigation in the West, tying it closely to pioneer identity. In
the process, they often debated the role of Native Americans in the origins narrative. In a
paper presented at the historical society, one member noted-in accordance with
Splawn's speech-that irrigation began at Kamiakin's Garden at Ahtanum Creek. The
paper explained that Native Americans at the Ahtanum watered their gardens first using
buckets or baskets, and later via a "gravity-flow ditch." 104 The writer added, however,
that all types of irrigation occurred under the direction of the Catholic missionaries at
Ahtanum mission and, further, that, despite claims to the contrary, Native Americans had
likely never irrigated before white settlers arrived in the West. As evidence, the paper
pointed to testimony offered by a Native American witness, Snatupa, at the Johncox
case-a case brought by white claimants to the water on Ahtanum Creek. In his
testimony, Snatupa attributed irrigation to the priests at Ahtanum, saying that they
directed Indians in their agricultural work. After citing this example, the paper presenter
at the historical society added that, given their nomadic lifestyles, Native Americans
likely did not initiate irrigation projects in the West. Nevertheless, the paper concluded,
the Ahtanum area was the "cradle and proving ground of irrigation in the state of
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Washington." 105 The paper made clear that Native Americans played only a peripheral
role in agricultural developments in Washington state and, further, that pioneers deserved
the credit for materially improving the West.
Others who presented at the Yakima Valley Historical Society agreed with this
narrative of pioneer progress. The priests at the Ahtanum were frequently praised for
guiding and improving Native Americans in the area. For instance, one society member,
Mrs. Ralph Bailey, insisted that, through sheer determination, Father James Wilbur
compelled "savages" to "put in crops, even plant[] trees and berries. " 106 Bailey added that
it was white settlers who improved the West. According to her, settlers made especially
great strides between 1907 and 1909, when agriculture began "booming" and settlers
rushed to acquire formerly Yakama land and water rights in order to take advantage of
new irrigation projects. 107 On "Allotment Day[s]," when reservation land went on sale,
white bidders "coax[ed] and brib[ ed]" property and water rights from Yakama Indians at
Baileys' store. 108 Bailey laconically noted that this scene was "fun to watch." 109 She
expressed little concern for the Native Americans who lost access to resources in the
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early twentieth century. For her, at least, Native Americans were marginal actors in the
narrative about white progress in the West.
Mirroring member perspectives like Bailey's, the Yakima Valley Historical
Society symbolically identified itself-and pioneers-with triumphal agricultural
progress in the West. In August 1935, the historical society announced that it would
thereafter call meetings to order using a gavel "made of wood from two of the valley's
oldest apple orchards." 110 Society members had "scoured the valley" for a tree of
appropriate pedigree and symbolic value. 111 Ultimately, they selected wood from an
orchard planted in 1871 and owned by the parents of the first white child born in the
Ahtanum area. The gavel-itself a symbol of authority-affirmed the pioneers'
successful history in raising crops and acquiring control over the physical area.
Pageants-some written like morality plays-further confirmed the pioneers'
privileged role in western history. One pageant, which may have been performed at the
ratification of the Yakima Valley Historical Society in 1917, portrayed pioneers as the
saviors of the West. 112 Authored by two local women, the pageant drew a stark contrast
between the desolate "Indian era" in the West and the burgeoning "Reclamation era,"
after pioneers had arrived and secured agricultural productivity .113 In the pageant,
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Irrigation appears in the form of a "lovely maiden" who has been "pinioned" by dust
storms that dance around her like "noisy demons." 114 Indians-"superstitious
Redm[ e]n"-stand by, deaf and helpless, until pioneers arrive to rescue the hapless
woman. 115 Not only did this play assign pioneers an exalted position as the saviors of
western agriculture, it also suggested that, by shunting aside Native Americans, white
people had eliminated a vaguely malevolent threat to helpless femininity. For all its
paternalistic overtones, the pageant drew support from prominent community members,
who played the roles of Irrigation and Pioneer.
Another origins pageant-this one performed at the Washington State Normal
School in Ellensburg, Washington, and likely attended by Margaret Splawn-again
affirmed the pioneers' prominent role in the West. Performed by the schoolchildren at the
training school, the pageant dramatized the stages of development in the Kittitas Valley,
beginning with blithe but impoverished Native Americans and culminating in the arrival
of industries, irrigation, and the railroad. 116 In each progressive stage, older and older
children appeared, suggesting a passage from innocence to full industrialized civilization.
The pageant repeated the story in which the "Spirit of the Soil" and the "Spirit of the
Yakima" are fettered until "White Man" appears to set them free. 117 In the play, White
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Man arrives from the "shining east"-the "land of light and wisdom." 118 He constructs
the "city of dreams" and causes steam and electricity to "enter the joyous dance of
progress." 119 The pageant gave a nod here to A. J. Splawn, who appears in the play to
establish the Ellensburg townsite. Finally, the play returned to the Yakama Indians, who
find themselves dispossessed by white pioneers, having "no place" in modem industrial
life. 120 As they symbolically vanish, the smoke from their fires dying away, the Yakama
Indians are approached by the "Spirit of Social Service," who ushers them into the
"League of Peace and Brotherhood" as the Star Spangled Banner plays. 121 Like the other
pageant, this one suggested that pioneers single-handedly saved Washington state-and
even the barely surviving Native American community-from ruination. Native
Americans appeared in these pageants as the victims of much glorified white progress.
Perhaps the playwrights acknowledged a twinge of sadness for the loss, but they focused
far more on the pioneers' contributions to American prosperity and, in so doing, defended
the legitimacy of western history in the United States.
Ironically, even as members of the Yakima Valley Historical Society participated
in and attended these pageants, they also implied regret over the very developments
glorified in the plays. Among other things, the society apparently monitored complaints
issued by the Yakama Indians over abuses perpetrated by the white community. For
instance, in the 1950s, they took receipt of a petition issued to the President of the United
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States by the Yakima Indian Council. In the petition, the council cited its right to
particular reservation lands per the treaty of June 9, 1855, and noted that the government
had repeatedly violated this agreement. Specifically, the petitioners protested the loss of
"357,878 acres of land" removed from the Yakama reservation in 1890 and "immediately
opened to entry and settlement by white men." 122 They noted as well losses in tribal funds
sustained when the reservation was divided by allotment and when money was
appropriated for the installation of irrigation ditches. In addition, they indicated that the
reservation had lost thousands of acres to Mount Rainier Forest Reserve-all taken
without permission. The petitioners stated repeatedly that they had not been consulted on
these decisions. These resources were taken "without [their] consent, without [their]
knowledge" and "practically without compensation." 123 As much as the loss of resources,
the petitioners resented their loss of agency in these events. They wished to have a say in
their own future.
It is unclear how the historical society responded to this protest but the Yakima
Indian Council's narrative certainly jarred with the local pageants' portrayal of glorious
white expansion and silenced Indians. Whether the historical society sided with the
Yakima Indian Council or merely discussed the issue, the petition-located as it is in the
records of the historical society-simply highlights the tensions in the society's interests.
On the one hand, society members praised white expansion and portrayed Indians as
marginalized figures belonging to the past; on the other hand, they heard directly from
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their less-than-silent Native American neighbors about the abuses perpetrated by white
expansion-and they seemed to regret these consequences of industrialization.
Margaret Splawn was equally conflicted in her relationship to Native Americans.
She expressed feelings of guilt on some occasions, noting of Yakama Indians, "We know
not whence they came, save this, that they were in our way of progress and we lightly
brushed them aside." 124 Besides guilt, she may have felt, at times, a sense of camaraderie
with Native Americans-a sense that she as a woman and a Westerner, often dismissed
and neglected by men and the federal government alike, shared a common heritage with
the Yakama Indians. Indeed, when reflecting on the time she spent as a child with the
Chinook storyteller, she noted how Indian legends taught her to hear the "beautiful tales"
told by the land. 125 In this account, she suggested that she and the storyteller shared a
common history much as they shared the West. She wrote elsewhere that, as a pioneer,
she felt connected to Native Americans. Every so often, she felt a "stirring in the air, a
calling" to escape "civilization." 126 Then, her only "panacea" was "to smell again the
smoke of the wigwam, eat of the dried salmon and ... bask by the camp fire and listen to
the beat of the pump um." 127 Splawn compared herself to a "homesick child" who always
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needed to return to the reservation, where she presumably felt she belonged. 128 She did,
in fact, give in to these urges and visit the reservation, describing one such visit in an
essay titled, "Ne Sitka Klat-a Wa Nan-lah Til-li-cums (We Go to See Our Friends)," In
the essay, Splawn detailed a journey-probably one of many-she and her husband had
undertaken to visit the Saluskins on the Yakama reservation. She spoke warmly of the
visit, recalling past conversations with her friends. Though she may have been complicit
in the dispossession of Yakama Indians, Splawn seemed to identify with them, and not on
a purely fictional, romanticized level. It is perhaps this sense of shared identity that
compelled Splawn and other members of the historical society to seek out and record
both white and Native American history.
Whether it was out of guilt or nostalgia or sympathy, Splawn repeatedly turned to
Native Americans to learn first-hand about indigenous culture, history, and material
concerns. As a result, she often placed herself in situations where her preconceptions
about Native Americans could be challenged by people whom she counted as friends. On
more than one occasion, Yakama Indians spoke to Splawn about the need for racial
equality and Native American sovereignty. For instance, Lash-high-it Ow-hi once shared
a pipe with Splawn, telling her, "We are of different color, but we have the same Great
Father, you are my sister." 129 On another occasion-at a potlatch-Saluskin explained to
Splawn why he did not farm or otherwise develop his property (which Splawn privately
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characterized as "a miserable sort of place"). 130 Saluskin looked at Splawn "with pity"
and remarked that to plow up the earth's "bosom" would be to "deface" it. 131 He added
that aggressive use of resources would only result in "want and famine" for white farmers
and ranchers. 132
Splawn came away from these conversations with the feeling that Native
Americans should safeguard their culture rather than aspiring after "the vices of their
white brothers." 133 She concluded further that this time spent listening to the stories of
other cultures taught her and others "sympathy with people and with motives of human
life, with the beautiful and the good." 134 In sum, the time Splawn spent with Yakama
Indians taught her to respect Native American cultures, even if she may not have fully
understood them. In the end, Splawn and other local historians evolved a conflicted
relationship with Native Americans and Native American history, but some, at least, were
cognizant of these tensions and attempted to resolve them. Compelled by guilt or an
imagined common identity, they sought to rectify white abuses by erecting monuments,
writing Native Americans into western history, learning indigenous cultural traditions,

130

Splawn, "Ne Sitka Klat-a Wa Nan-lah Til-li-cums (We Go to See Our Friends)," Homer B.
Splawn Papers.
131
Splawn, "Ne Sitka Klat-a Wa Nan-lah Til-li-cums (We Go to See Our Friends)," Homer B.
Splawn Papers.
132

Splawn, "Ne Sitka Klat-a Wa Nan-lah Til-li-cums (We Go to See Our Friends)," Homer B.
Splawn Papers.
133

Splawn, "Ne Sitka Klat-a Wa Nan-lah Til-li-cums (We Go to See Our Friends)," Homer B.
Splawn Papers.
134

Splawn, Notes, "The Object of Education," Homer B. Splawn Papers.

90
and campaigning for a return to native place names. 135 In some cases, they merely
memorialized the very problems they hoped to resolve. Regardless, they drew society's
attention to these problems. As a result-as explored in the next chapter-they managed
in some cases to secure real changes in Indian policy.
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CHAPTER V
"MY DEAR WHITE SISTERS ... I WANT MY AGENCY MOVED BACK":
FEMALE MORAL AUTHORITY IN THE SERVICE OF RESERVATION REFORM,
1920s-1930s
In 1928, Margaret Splawn appeared before the congressional Pine Committee to
protest policies of the Yakima Indian Agency and, by extension, the Bureau of Indian
Affairs (BIA). As she began her testimony, Splawn identified herself as Yakima rancher,
clubwoman, member of a statewide Indian Welfare Committee, and "Friend[] of the
lndians." 1 Having stated her expertise, she accused the Yakima Indian Agency of
favoring white business interests over the local Native American community and, as a
result, of failing to provide adequate health services and financial assistance to
reservation Indians. Splawn implicated the agency on moral and economic grounds,
suggesting that greedy government officials had neglected an already underserved
community. By calling into question the morality of BIA officials, Splawn made an
implicit appeal to the old idea of female moral authority-that she, as a woman and
guardian of society's morality, could best identify community problems and propose
solutions. Based on this moral authority, Splawn and other Yakima-area clubwomen
protested particular policies of the Indian Agency, and achieved results-not only locally,
where they compelled Indian agents to act more in keeping with Indian wishes, but also
nationally, where their efforts helped instigate significant BIA reforms.
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This chapter, which considers Splawn's work as a clubwoman in Washington
state, will suggest that Native Americans and women reformers like Splawn created
mutually beneficial relationships that permitted both parties to act with greater agency in
the 1920s-l 930s. For Splawn, Indian expertise provided status in the community which
she might not otherwise have achieved. The "Indian problem" provided her with an
avenue through which to exercise her moral authority and, thus, publically voice her
views about community life. At the same time, Y akama Indians also achieved greater
agency by appealing to women like Splawn. By phrasing their protests in moral terms,
they won powerful allies to their cause. The following study of Margaret Splawn and the
Yakama Indians suggests that, even if Native Americans and white women had separate
agendas in the 1920s-193 Os, some still managed to work together in effective ways,
helping to initiate the Indian policy reforms of the 1930s. Through cooperative protests,
they helped move the United States away from assimilationism and toward a more
culturally relativistic understanding of American communities.

Women's Clubs Claim Moral Authority
Following her husband's death in 1917, Margaret Splawn carried her interest in
Native Americans not only into the Yakima Valley Historical Society-as discussed in
the previous chapter-but also into her work with the Washington State Federation of
Women's Clubs (WSFWC). Organized in 1896 to unite women's clubs across
Washington state, the WSFWC originally drew in twenty-two women's clubs. The
WSFWC soon joined the national General Federation of Women's Clubs (GFWC), which
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had been organized in 1890 "to unite women's clubs for the purpose of mutual benefit
and for the promotion of their common interest."2 Like the GFWC, the members of the
WSFWC originally emphasized literary pursuits at club events, hosting book discussions
and sponsoring lectures and readings. However, by 1917, the WSFWC had become
active not only in the arts but also in various social issues, ranging from education and
home life to plant conservation, international politics, and public affairs. 3 For Margaret
Splawn and other middle-class white women, the GFWC and subsidiary organizations
became forums for expressing their views on social problems-like the treatment of
Native Americans and the handling of reservations.
Drawing on her husband's work and personal connections on the Yakama
reservation, Splawn brought her concern about Native Americans to the WSFWC. She
lectured about Native American culture at club events and, when the GFWC called for
writings on traditional Native American culture, she submitted an essay and earned an
award for her contribution. Splawn often assumed a role as educator within women's
clubs. For instance, in 1929, for the thirty-third annual meeting of the WSFWC, Splawn
chose to welcome clubwomen to Yakima in the company of Indians from the Yakama
reservation. Splawn and the Yakamas captured the clubwomen's attention with a little
exotic flair, praising Yakima in both Chinook and English: "O klosk tum tum ka ikt sun
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Yakima! (Oh! Happy day that fixed my choice on Yakima!)." 4 For Splawn, such
moments provided opportunity to demonstrate her knowledge of Native American
culture, and, in addition, to garner support for reservation reform. The annual meeting
provided an ideal setting for her reform appeal, as it drew representatives from 302
women's clubs, comprising 306 delegates and 200 visitors. 5 When she spoke later in the
1929 meeting about "A Needed Change in Indian Welfare Work," Splawn knew she
would reach a large audience of clubwomen, who would carry the message to other
women at home. In her speech, Splawn probably emphasized the need to resolve
problems like alcoholism, sickness, poverty, and official neglect on reservations. 6 At the
end of the 1929 meeting, the clubwomen of the WSFWC agreed with Splawn's concerns,
proclaiming the "importance of Funds to carry on the work of the Indian Bureau." 7
Splawn and the Y akama Indian delegation had confirmed what many clubwomen of the
1920s-1930s believed-that it was their particular responsibility to care for underserved
communities, including Native Americans. If need be, they were prepared to reach far
beyond their traditional roles in the home to demand changes in local Indian policy and,
more importantly, in the federal Bureau oflndian Affairs (BIA).
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Although Splawn may have involved herself in reservation reform for a variety of
reasons-to further her husband's legacy, to revise the history of the West, to satisfy her
curiosity, to assist her friends-she and other clubwomen repeatedly justified their
interest in Native Americans by appealing to their own moral authority. Indeed, in 1929,
many women of the WSFWC regarded themselves as uniquely suited to identify
community problems and secure improvements on the behalf of groups like the Yakama
Indians. The entire 1929 meeting of the WSFWC was structured around the idea that
women-centrally positioned as they were in the home--could exert a positive influence
on the morality of their surrounding communities and, in doing so, they could maintain a
healthy society. In keeping with this idea, the clubwomen selected "Home, the Balance
Wheel of the Community" as the theme for the annual meeting, and they featured
presentations on the positive social and economic consequences of domesticity. 8 These
presentations included "It Is Well With the Home," by Mrs. J. S. McKee, "Why Have an
American Home Department?" by Mrs. J.C. Gawler, and "The Home and Present Social
Conditions," by Mrs. Wallace Perham-all followed by a "Home Products Dinner and
Home Products Entertainment."9 These presentations likely suggested not only that
women kept society in balance by fostering virtue in their homes but also that, as
guardians of morality, women had expertise in identifying social and economic problems
outside of the home and proposing solutions. It was only natural, given these
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assumptions, that Splawn's appeal for reservation reform earned the club's immediate
support.
It should be noted that clubwomen like Splawn did not regard their involvement

in society as an explicit feminist challenge to masculine control over the public sphere.
Splawn herself opposed the women's suffrage movement, viewing it as a "spectacle"
which worked at odds with woman's true and intended nature. 10 Referring to suffrage
opponents, she wrote, "There is instilled in the very fibre of our natures a loathing for that
which is loud or uproarious in our sex." 11 By this she meant-as she explained in a high
school essay-that women naturally possessed "patient forbearance, fortitude, integrity,
devotion, and piety," much like Mary, the mother of Jesus. 12 More important than a
woman's work were her virtues: "courage ... faith ... unselfishness ... tenderness ...
charity ... purity ... and self-sacrifice combined with the forgiveness of all mothers." 13
Splawn identified women as inherently moral beings who exerted influence on society,
but subtly, working through presumably male avenues of authority. She compared
women to levers-unassuming in appearance but exerting significant force over society.
Emphasizing the importance of female morality, she remarked that women controlled the
"pulse of the whole national machinery" and further that, without women, civilization
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itself would experience "ominous consequences." 14 In Splawn's view, women played a
crucial-but restrained-role in society, providing the moral framework that made
everything else possible.
As Karen Blair has argued in The Clubwoman as Feminist, women like Splawn
brought their ideas about virtuous but civically active women into clubs like the
WSFWC. 15 Splawn suggested her commitment to community activism in 1915, when she
spoke to Yakima's Twentieth Century Club and compared women's clubs to "middle life
training school[s]" where women came to achieve "not only in a literary but in a civic
way." 16 Referring to problems in the educational system, she suggested further that
women should "brush off the cobwebs" in their lives and address the social and economic
problems around them.

17

She insisted further that the world, with its "undisciplined men"

and "its superficial habits," could not properly resolve its problems if clubwomen did not
step in, undertake a "study of the situation," and "combin[e] to help in the
readjustment." 18 In speeches like these, Splawn suggested that women take responsibility
for those who had been abused or ignored by society at large. Even though Splawn did
not advocate radical feminism, by encouraging women to become more civically active,
she still played her part in extending women's roles outside of the home.
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The GFWC Promotes Indian Welfare
For Splawn, turning her attention to community problems meant advocating
changes in Native American policy-and she was not alone. In 1922, the General
Federation of Women's Clubs established an Indian Welfare Committee to investigate
conditions on reservations. As a committee researcher they selected John Collier-future
Commissioner for the BIA who undertook significant reforms in Indian policy in the
form of the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934. 19 In the 1920s, Collier, along with
antimodernist allies like Splawn, expressed concerns about the Dawes Act, encompassing
everything from the way it deprived Native Americans of resources to the way it
suppressed indigenous arts, crafts, language, and culture. Collier's supporters feared that
Native American communities would die out entirely and so they often encouraged
Indians to engage in "traditional" cultural activities in the interest of preserving their
history and culture. Many clubwomen came to support Collier's policies while othersassimilationists--continued to insist that Indians could make the greatest advances by
integrating into white society. However, whether they leaned toward antimodernism or
assimilationism, clubwomen often framed their arguments about Native American policy
in moral terms.
Though they had hired Collier in 1922-and though they were often united in
their dissatisfaction with the Dawes Act--clubwomen remained, to some extent, divided
in their beliefs about Indian policy. Assimilationists and antimodernists continued to
disagree about Indian policy well into the 1920s, with the two groups facing off at the
19
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1924 biennial convention of the GFWC. On this occasion, both sides aired their concerns
about Native American dances. The assimilationists viewed Indian dances as lewd,
pagan, and backward, while the antimodernists wished to safeguard the dances as the
cultural markers of a threatened and perhaps dying civilization. Both sides arrived at the
convention with delegations of Native American dancers, whom they used to prove their
respective points. 20 Though the two sides differed, all involved parties seemed to regard it
as their moral prerogative to guide Native Americans. Both sides alike believed they were
acting in the best interest of Native American communities-either leading them toward
a superior, more educated state of being or protecting their culture and traditions for
posterity's sake.
Regardless of their stance on Indian dances, most women reformers of the 1920s1930s criticized the work of the federal BIA, suggesting that it had treated its Indian
wards unethically by failing to provide adequate health, education, and economic
resources. At its 1924 biennial convention, the GFWC drafted a resolution stating that
"after three years of intensive study" the GFWC was "aroused to the need of reorganization of the Indian Bureau."21 They, therefore, called on the President of the
United States to appoint a new commission of "outstanding, impartial and expert citizens
to make a survey of conditions and return recommendations which sh[ ould] insure justice
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to the Indian." 22 Writing in 1930, the second chairman of the GFWC's Indian Welfare
Committee stated her belief that this 1924 resolution had indeed inspired government
action, in the form of the Institute of Government Research, which investigated
conditions on reservations and produced the Meriam Report in 1928. 23 The Meriam
Report condemned the Dawes Act and called instead for limited Indian self-government,
expanded health and education programs, and increased use of day schools for Indian
education. 24 Though the GFWC Indian Welfare Committee declared itself vindicated by
the Meriam report, it continued to insist on policy reforms. In 1930, it expressed concerns
about tuberculosis and malnutrition on reservations and campaigned against cuts to health
appropriations for reservations. 25 It expressed an interest in "train[ing]" those Indians
living in white communities to "vote intelligently" on local and national political issues. 26
It encouraged clubwomen to find work for Indian women living off reservation, to invite

boarding school children into their homes, to host lectures about Indian culture and
traditions, and to bring Indian arts to a wider market via local clubs. 27 In effect, the
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GFWC proffered itself as a surrogate for the BIA, suggesting that the federal government
had failed to provide for the well-being of its wards, despite past promises.
In 1931, the Indian Welfare Committee continued to offer moral reasons for its
involvement on reservations. Committee members suggested that Indians had been
cruelly neglected but that, under new policies, they would become more industrious and,
as a result, would attain a better standard of living. To realize these goals, GFWC women
encouraged the BIA to foster domesticity on reservations, likely believing that changes in
the home would have a far-reaching social and economic impact on the community at
large. They argued that Indian women should be instructed in home-making and taught to
abandon their "Nomad existence" in favor of "planting of gardens, canning ... poultry
raising, keeping a milch cow, garment making ... and sanitation." 28 As evidence that
domesticity had improved the standard of living on reservations, the Chairman of the
Indian Welfare Committee reported on her country-wide tour of Native American
communities. She noted that reformed households had clearly advanced from squalor to
cleanliness, good health, and financial stability. Reformed homes were run by
"immaculate Indian women" who carried out their proper domestic duties in the home. 29
The chairman noted that the reformed women hung "gay curtains," polished their floors,
neatly dressed their children, and addressed their company "in well-spoken English." 30
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As they made these observations, the Committee suggested that the BIA had neglected its
obligation to ensure economic stability in Indian communities. What is more, they
implied that, as women, GFWC members could resolve Indian problems by
implementing effective and heretofore underused solutions-like the home-making
projects. They suggested that, at the least, the BIA should regard women as key players in
Indian reform.
The Indian Welfare Committee proposed other solutions to Indian problems, often
implying that their plans would have the effect of improving both the financial and moral
well-being of Indian communities. Clubwomen urged the BIA to end alcoholism on
reservations, as sober Indian men would be more industrious, kinder to their wives, and,
at the same time, better off financially. 31 To further encourage industry and economic
growth, they called on the BIA to guide more Indians into farming and to foster Native
American arts and crafts through a centralized "Indian Service."32 To encourage
responsible management of resources in Indian communities, the Committee further
advised the BIA to allow tribal councils to monitor "receipts and expenditures of tribal
funds." 33 As they suggested, new policies would encourage Indians to evolve virtues like
industry and self-sufficiency, and would simultaneously improve reservation economies,
thus raising the standard ofliving in Indian homes.
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Clubwomen not only conceptualized plans for reforming reservations, they also
ensured that authorities would hear their proposals. For instance, the Indian Welfare
Committee encouraged all members to immediately register complaints about Indian
policy with their state congressmen. To facilitate this process, the chairman of the
Committee routinely distributed all relevant reports from the Senate and House of
Representatives to state representatives in the GFWC. 34 The committee orchestrated
letter-writing campaigns and coordinated protests, and women like Splawn participated in
their local areas.
The Indian Welfare Committee effectively made its protests heard, as suggested
by the BIA' s efforts in the 1920s to win over clubwomen to its cause. Attempting to
recoup the BIA's reputation, Turin B. Boone of the Indian Office, Washington, D.C.,
addressed clubwomen in 1922 at the biennial convention of the GFWC at Chatauqua,
New York. He responded to the women's concerns about the BIA's moral standing,
noting that the bureau had worked to improve industry and education in Native American
communities. Boone said that the BIA was working to "lift [Indians] from the darkness of
barbarism and savagery" and, in so doing, to earn the "benediction of Almighty God."35
He concluded that, thanks to the BIA's educational and vocational training, Indians had
"woven themselves into the very fabric of our national life ... part and parcel of our
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civilization."36 Finally, he cautioned women against believing the critics of the BIA, who
were by and large "mixed-bloods" bent on accumulating profit. Assistant Indian
Commissioner Edgar B. Meritt echoed this assessment when he appeared before the
Maryland Federation of Women's Clubs and insisted that "Indian Bureau critics" were
purveyors of "propaganda" and misinformation. 37 These critics were "using the services
of some shrewd mixed-blood Indians who [were] willing to sacrifice the less fortunate of
their own race for personal gain and an opportunity to rob them of their patrimony." 38 By
accusing their critics of behaving in a greedy and immoral fashion, the BIA implicitly
identified itself with moral rectitude. Boone and Meritt thus sought to convince
clubwomen that the BIA was a responsible guardian over Native American communities
and, therefore, worthy of GFWC support. In these speeches, the BIA agents appealed to
clubwomen for support, using their own moral rhetoric. They not only demonstrated their
concern for winning clubwomen to the BIA' s cause, they also implicitly challenged the
idea that women alone could invoke moral arguments. In this way, they courted
clubwomen support while simultaneously undermining the women's claim to authority
on gendered grounds.
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The WSFWC Advocates Indian Policy Changes
As the BIA was making its appeal to the GFWC, clubwomen in Washington state
were also rallying around Indian advocacy. Between 1921 and 1923, the WSFWC
acknowledged the presence of "80 or 90 tribes" in the state, "numbering 8141
individuals" who were lacking in education and medical care. 39 As they became aware of
these numbers, women of the WSFWC felt "impelled to see that [Native Americans]
received all the training and education necessary to make them suitable citizens, to see
that they had proper hospital and medical care, to urge against exploitation at fairs,
carnivals, roundups, etc., and to see that justice was done to all concerned."40 Individual
clubwomen like Margaret Splawn helped spur these concerns by speaking publically
about problems on reservations. For instance, in November 1926, Splawn appeared at the
twenty-sixth semi-annual meeting of the Yakima Valley women's clubs to offer a "short
survey of present state of the Indians." 41 Her speech led the Yakima clubwomen to
petition Congress to "hasten[] the erection ... of a sanitarium for the tubercular
Indian."42 Inspired by women like Splawn, the WSFWC increasingly involved itself in
the health, education, and financial affairs of Native Americans in Washington state.
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Much like the national clubs, the WSFWC hoped that, by reforming reservations,
they could right the BIA's wrongs while investing Native Americans with virtues of
industry, cleanliness, and altruism. Clubwomen stepped into the BIA's caretaking role on
reservations, offering baby clinics and tuberculosis examinations, and organizing surveys
of health, education, and employment. To foster domesticity and work ethic, they offered
Indian girls classes in "sewing, balanced meal planning, canning, [and] first aid."43 In
sum, they intruded on BIA affairs, assuming authority over Indian welfare and, in this
way, they suggested that they were superior caretakers. They, in contrast to the BIA,
could effectively guide Indians to a better standard of living.
Apart from caretaking on reservations, the WSFWC also took responsibility for
safeguarding Indian culture. Like the antimodemists, many clubwomen regarded Native
Americans as a disappearing race and they regretted the forces-whether of fate,
modernization, or white conquest-that had suppressed Indian culture. Clubwomen chose
to preserve indigenous traditions, believing that they could, to some extent, correct this
tragedy inflicted on a much neglected people. To communicate the importance of
preservation, they put Indian arts on display at club events. They also dramatized the loss
oflndian culture, as they did at the thirty-fifth annual convention of the WSFWC, where
Evelyn Kellogg and John W. Todd presented a play titled "Echoes from a Vanishing
Race." The play included indigenous performances like "Apache War Dance ... Sioux
Scalp Dance ... Kickapoo Social Dance, Sioux flute Serenade [and] Winnebago
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Revel. "

44

Suggesting an end to these and other Indian traditions, the play concluded with

numbers called "The White Dawn is Stealing" and "Red Skies Above a Wigwam," both
accompanied by a chorus of male singers. 45 Arranged as it was, the play suggested a
critique of the masculine force that had drowned out Indian traditions and, further,
implied that clubwomen should step in to protect fragile indigenous artifacts, like the
dances.
Clubwomen responded to these calls for preservation. In the 1920s, the WSFWC
Historical Committee moved to protect "hieroglyphs spread upon rock surfaces to forts
and buildings."

46

Women invited Indian performers to club meetings. For instance, they

asked Wap Bassett and Andrew Hoptowit to perform native dances at the fortieth semiannual convention of the Yakima Valley District Federation of Women's Clubs in
Wapato, Washington, and Kiutus Tecumseh to perform at a 1938 convention in Walla
Walla, Washington. 47 Clubwomen took an interest not only in dances and performances
but also Indian artwork, which they often presented at club events. For instance, in 1938,
clubwoman Mrs. E. E. Cowin exhibited a "bag of Indian hemp and corn husk" to be
displayed at the next GFWC convention, and Mrs. E. W. Rawlings announced a new
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exhibit of "Old Indian records and old Relics [to] be placed in a museum in Yakima for
public observation."48
Margaret Splawn played her part in spurring on these preservation efforts. On one
occasion, she presented in English and Chinook on "Kah-ta an-cut-ta Yakima si-wash
mam-ook yah-ka iet-as" or "Arts and Crafts of the Yakimas." 49 She provided further
instruction in Indian arts and crafts in her prize-winning essay published by the GFWC in
1932. 50 In the essay, "The Yakima Indians of Washington," she described Yakama
dances and mythology, drawing connection between Indian stories and artifacts like
canoes and baskets. Perhaps calling on information she had gathered while visiting
friends at the Y akama reservation, she offered a typology of Indian baskets,
differentiating between soft baskets, "water-tight imbricated baskets," root baskets,
cooking and berry baskets. 51 Throughout the essay, she attempted to pique her readers'
interest in indigenous culture by comparing it to white traditions. She noted, for instance,
in recounting a creation myth, that the Yakamas had their own flood story which included
a "Noah's ark of the red man." 52 The essay's subtext was that it would be morally
repugnant to wipe out a culture so rich in tradition-to destroy a group whose traditions
were comparable even to those of the essay's readers. Whether calling for health and
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education reforms on reservations or collecting and displaying artwork, WSFWC women
seemed to agree that it was their moral obligation to maintain indigenous cultures, or at
the least, some memory of them.

Clubwomen Protest Policies of the Yakima Indian Agency
In the lead-up to the policy shifts of the 1930s, individual women like Margaret
Splawn made a substantial difference by addressing the concerns of the GFWC directly
to government officials. In the 1920s-1930s, Splawn and other Yakima-area clubwomen
expressed particular concern about the Yakima Indian Agency and its handling of land
and resources on the reservation. Like the GFWC, they often charged officials with moral
wrongdoing, noting, for instance, that greedy agents had unfairly deprived Native
Americans of land, proper medical attention, and appropriate educational opportunities.
Over time, Indian agents found themselves forced to respond with some defense of their
ethical standards. Cognizant of this discourse on reservation reform, Native Americans
also framed their protests against BIA policy in moral terms-especially when it came to
the removal of the Yakima Indian Agency from Fort Simcoe to Toppenish in the 1920s.
By framing their arguments in this way, Indians appealed to clubwomen, who responded
by siding with Native American protestors. The protests surrounding the Yakima Indian
Agency during the 1920s-1930s demonstrate not only how local reformers helped
instigate national policy reform but also how women and Native Americans evolved
mutually beneficial relationships through the strategic use of a common discourse. By
appealing to moral rhetoric, women secured de facto positions for themselves as social
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workers and Indian experts, while Native Americans won key allies to their cause for
tribal sovereignty. Revealing as they are about the relationship between women and
Indians, the protests over the Yakima Indian Agency will be considered in the pages that
follow.
In truth, the 1920s protests against the Yakima Indian Agency had been some
time coming. Yakama Indian grievances ran as far back as the 1855 treaty that forced
Indians onto reservations in the Pacific Northwest. The Dawes Act had merely
exacerbated an already unpleasant situation, as it tended to remove still more land from
Indian ownership. Under the allotments system, pieces of reservation land were assigned
to heads of families and single individuals, and the remainder-deemed excess-was
sold, often to white owners. Additional acts in 1902, 1906, and 1908 allowed the
government greater freedom in selling land if it deemed the original owners or property
heirs to be incompetent. 53 In the 191 0s-1940s, Yakama Indians lodged repeated
complaints against agency officials about their handling of reservation property and
leases. For instance, in 1912, a Yakama Indian delegation protested the "sale of
allotments without permission of descendants." 54 It noted as well that the agency had
leased land against the will of minors who would have taken ownership of property. The
agency responded derisively to these complaints, insisting that some were "deliberate
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falsehood[s]" and others invented by "decidedly incompetent Indian[s]." 55 In 1932,
Superintendent C.R. Whitlock again defended the agency's policy of controlling
reservation lands when he argued that Indians managing their own property "m[ight] not
realize the maximum of returns," though he added that Native Americans would learn to
be independent in time as they made their own mistakes. 56
In letters written in the 1920s, Margaret Splawn began to criticize the Yakima
Indian Agency's land management policies, suggesting that the agency was behaving
unethically when it transferred reservation land to white ownership. She addressed her
concerns to Superintendent Evan Estep, who responded by defending the morality of his
land management decisions. He noted that, if Indians received unearned financial
assistance or "easy money," they would become lazy and unmotivated. 57 Estep argued
that such a system always proved "detrimental to any Indian's real welfare." 58 He
continued by describing an Indian group in Utah that received "no money they did not
earn" and "no help except the direction of a Mormon Bishop" and who, because they
received no assistance, were "well satisfied with themselves." 59 He concluded that people
had "ruined" Indians by lauding their "nobility" and "making [them] believe [they were]
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different from other people and that [they could] escape the laws of health, economy,
business, morality and State."60 To assist Indians too much was to treat them in the most
immoral manner, Estep suggested. "Our Yakimas are suffering for violations of the moral
soul," Estep remarked, and "white people have debauched [them]."61 Implicit in this
response was a criticism of women's clubs, with their attempts to oversee welfare on
reservations. Most of all, Estep seemed intent on using Splawn's own moral framework
to defend the Yakima Indian Agency's policies.
Whether she was convinced by Estep's argument or not, Splawn continued to air
her complaints about BIA land management policies throughout the 1920s. In 1928 she
joined other women of the GFWC Indian Welfare Committee in advocating the King
resolution-a proposal brought by Utah Senator King to investigate the BIA in a
subcommittee of the Senate. As a supporter of the resolution, Splawn wrote letters to
S. M. Brosius of the Indian Rights Association, Senator W. L. Jones, Senator Clarence
Dill, and Indian Welfare Committee chairman Mrs. Joseph Lindon Smith, asking them to
maintain their support for the resolution. 62
Due in part to efforts by women like Splawn, Congress did begin to investigate
the Bureau of Indian Affairs. In 1929, it convened an investigative hearing, which took
statements from Margaret Splawn and other ranchers, farmers, and Native Americans in
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the Yakima area. During the hearing, Splawn allied herself with various Native American
complainants who implicated Superintendent Estep and other Indian agents of
shortchanging Native Americans of property and lease payments. For instance, Splawn
testified on behalf of Martha Saluskin-a member of the family whom the Sp lawns had
long known as friends. Splawn accused Yakama Indian agents of denying allotted
payments to Saluskin out of a preference for literate, assimilated Indians rather than
traditionalists like the Saluskin family. 63 Splawn explained that she had observed these
abuses first-hand, while visiting Martha Saluskin on the reservation, and she called on
committee members to correct the situation. The committee appeared to be moved by
such testimony, as suggested by a series of incredulous questions which they addressed to
Estep, asking whether he ever interacted with Indians in a "human way" or ifhe simply
stayed indoors and concerned himself with the business of managing the reservation. 64
These concerns imply that Splawn and the other witnesses at the hearing had successfully
called into question the moral character of Indian agents like Estep by identifying them
with greedy, self-interested behavior.
At the hearing, Splawn cited another grievance held by the Y akama Indians-that
the Yakima Indian Agency had been moved, without tribal approval, from Fort Simcoe to
Toppenish, Washington. The BIA had elected to move the agency in July 1922, noting
that the poor roads surrounding Fort Simcoe prevented convenient access to the agency.

It is clear from the records of the BIA that business leaders played a key role in the
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agency's decision to relocate. In July 1919, the Wapato Commercial Club had written to
Commissioner Cato Sells, noting that "in order to transact business with the
Superintendent of the Yakima Indian Reservation it is necessary to travel over roads that
are never good and for practically two-thirds of the year ... almost impassable." 65 In
April 1922, the Toppenish Commercial Club similarly bemoaned the transportation
surrounding Fort Simcoe and, as a solution to the problem, offered to furnish the agency
with quarters in Toppenish "at a nominal rental." 66 BIA officials found these arguments
compelling and chose to accept the Toppenish Commercial Club's building offer
effective July 1, 1922. To cover the costs of removing the agency to a new location,
Congress appropriated $50,000 of Yakama tribal funds. 67 Yakama Indians were incensed
to learn of these arrangements, which had been carried out without their approval or
support.
With relocation pending, Yakama Indians quickly registered protests with
government officials, noting in particular that the BIA had completely disregarded tribal
sovereignty when it opted to relocate the agency. In 1921, the general council of the
Yakima Confederated Tribes prepared a resolution in which it noted that tribal funds

65

Correspondence, Wapato Commercial Club to Commissioner Cato Sells, July 24, 1919, box
318, decimal 134, Decimal Subject File, 1906-1967, YK 19, RG75, Records of the BIA.
66

Bureau of Indian Affairs, "Protest of Yakima Indians to Transferring Yakima Sanatorium to
Toppenish Community Hospital Association," circa 1922, box 318, decimal 134, Decimal Subject File,
1906-1967, YK19, RG75, Records ofthe BIA.
67

Bureau of Indian Affairs, "Protest of Yakima Indians to Transferring Yakima Sanatorium to
Toppenish Community Hospital Association," Records of the BIA.

115
should not be expended on "white man business" without tribal consent. 68 Fourteen
chiefs signed the resolution, which noted that the Yakima Confederated Tribes should be
able to make its own decisions for the benefit of its own people. "Let no blind business be
carried hereafter in our behalf," the resolution concluded. 69 Echoing similar concerns
about tribal sovereignty, other Native Americans sent their complaints individually to
congressmen. For instance, Frank Seelatsee and Thomas Sam made their case to
Congressman John V. Summers, who subsequently wrote to Commissioner Burke,
requesting an explanation for the agency's removal. 70 Though government officials heard
Indian demands for sovereignty, they proceeded with the removal of the agency to
Toppenish.
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Figure 4: Yakama Indian Reservation, Washington Territory, 188671
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Although Native Americans seemed primarily concerned over the loss of tribal
sovereignty inherent in the removal of the Yakima Indian Agency, they often appealed to
moral conscience when making their case to the public. For instance, Lewis Mann-tribal
leader-made the Yakamas' case to the white readers of the News-Herald and, in his
statement, cited ethical reasons for retaining the agency at Simcoe. Mann argued that
Indians would be harmed by the move because Toppenish permitted the sale of alcohol
while Simcoe, as federally owned property, forbade it. Mann, therefore, named the move
as a "scheme" by white Toppenish business owners to "have Indian fill up on moonshine
and get in skookum house and pay money to town and treasurer," since those Indians
seeking payments at the agency would receive their money, "go back street and pay
$15.00 for quart bad moonshine." 72 Mann thus accused white businessmen of promoting
the agency move for their own interests. In addition to these concerns about alcohol,
Mann added that the new location would inconvenience Indians, "young and old,
educated, [and] ignorant" alike, as they would be forced to travel 25 miles to transact
business. 73 Mann implied that commuting to the agency presented a far greater barrier to
impoverished Indians than to white businessmen, who could simply "buy airplane and go
like angel as he is through the air." 74 In sum, Mann accused white people of behaving
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arrogantly and immorally-debauching Indians and depriving them of resources for
utterly self-interested reasons.
Native Americans made their moral appeal more directly still when they appeared
at a gathering of clubwomen to present their concerns about the agency's removal.
Speaking through an interpreter, Chief Jimmie Saluskin expressed concerns about the
additional costs imposed on Native Americans by the Toppenish location. He noted that
Yakama Indians, already impoverished, could not afford the costs of relocating. Nealy
Olney similarly indicated that the agency's new location in Toppenish would cause
money to leave the reservation-money badly needed to support reservation schools and
hospitals and to care for those suffering from tuberculosis. Mr. Seelatsee similarly
appealed to the women's concerns for Indian health and welfare by accusing the federal
government of shirking its duty to educate and advance Native Americans. "I am
ignored," he said, "I have no education. I am like blind man myself ... Our reservation is
without light. The lights have been taken away and we are without it. Now my dear white
sisters, you help me and my people out, to take that light back there and put it where it
was formerly established by the United States Govemment." 75 Along with implicating the
U.S. government in the unethical treatment of its wards, the members of the delegation
also accused white businessmen of entering the reservation with the intention of
manipulating Indians into supporting the move to Toppenish. To prove this point, Chief
Wallahee held up a shawl and blanket-evidence of the attempted bribery. Wallahee and
the others portrayed Native Americans as victims of neglect and abuse, but they
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suggested that Indians would secure the agency's return to Simcoe with the clubwomen's
help-not vice versa. Indians would lead this protest, as Saluskin made clear when he
challenged the clubwomen on their tendency to romanticize Indians. "I am not talking for
curiosity talk," he told them, "I want my agency moved back .... Then, my dear white
sisters, you help me out in this proposition. That is all." 76 Saluskin made it clear that
Native Americans were not mere objects of white machination. They were, rather,
partnering with women to protest an entirely immoral situation on the Yakama
reservation.
Indians argued that morality had been violated in the agency move, and white
women listened. Margaret Splawn went to the press, presenting an article in which she
summarized the removal problem and noted that "women's clubs had come to the
assistance of the Indians." 77 The News-Herald similarly observed that "a number of white
women's organizations" had joined "most of the Indians" in protesting the agency's
move to Toppenish in 1922. 78 Clubwomen addressed letters of protest to government
officials. For instance, Mrs. P. M. Troy, chairman of the WSFWC Indian Welfare
Committee, as well as Mrs. C. E. Reinig and Miss Lee of the White Swan Women's Club
wrote to the commissioner of Indian Affairs and the Superintendent of the Yakima Indian
Agency, registering their opposition to the Toppenish location. 79 As noted previously,
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Splawn brought her concerns to the congressional Pine hearing. She presented
transcriptions of the Yakama Indians' commentary to clubwomen, noting that she had
also attended a tribal council to collect signatures opposing the move.so In testimony, she
added her own complaint about Toppenish-that the new agency hospital was located
"near a drainage ditch," obviously an unsuitable location for a sanitarium.s 1 This concern
about the health of Yakama Indians fit in with others expressed by clubwomen about the
ethical costs of relocating the Indian agency. Clubwomen argued that Toppenish would
be inimical to Indians' financial, physical, and moral welfare, and they insisted that
officials respond to their concerns.
Finding itself barraged with complaints, the BIA was repeatedly forced to defend
its decision to move the agency to Toppenish-and, in doing so, the bureau often
dismissed its opposition by identifying it with irrationality and effeminacy. They accused
Indians and clubwomen alike of sentimentality-of opposing the move out of an
irrational, emotional attachment to the old location. In a letter to the Commissioner of
Indian Affairs, Don Carr insisted that Indians preferred the Simcoe location "as a matter
of sentiment" and that, being unreasonable, they had "lo[st] sight" of the practical reasons
for relocating. 82 In 1922, Carr wrote again that opposition to the move was "predicated on
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sentimental grounds" and that "Indian sentiment" should not dictate agency actions. 83
Commissioner Burke added in a letter to a congressman that the move was undertaken on
rational grounds-to improve the "efficiency of the Service"-and that the change in
location only upset those "older Indians" who were inured to tradition.

84

In a letter to the

Commissioner of Indian Affairs, the Superintendent of the Yakima Indian Agency
implied that clubwomen had engineered the Indian protest against the move, writing that
the opposition to Toppenish was "stimulated ... on the ground that it is not a proper town
morally." 85 These remarks suggest that agency officials attempted to diminish their
opponents' moral rhetoric by constructing dichotomies between the rational, efficient
BIA and its emotional and irrational opposition. In this way, they hoped to dismiss
criticisms of the agency's relocation to Toppenish.
Some officials may have labeled their opponents as irrational, but, barraged with
complaints from Native Americans, clubwomen, and congressmen, the BIA apparently
took the relocation problem seriously. For all their bravado, BIA officials may have
found it especially difficult to dismiss clubwomen's protests, given that society still
regarded women as guardians of virtue. Incensed clubwomen could appeal to this idea
about femininity and, in so doing, pressure congressmen to act. In any case, congressmen
like Senator Clarence Dill and Representative John W. Summers did respond to
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complaints by posting irate queries to the BIA, and the Commissioner of Indian Affairs
found himself forced to defend the BIA's reasons for relocating the agency. 86 Finally, in
1925, the Commissioner of Indian Affairs and Superintendent for the Yakima Indian
Agency began to seriously discuss moving the agency back to Fort Simcoe. Evan Estep
investigated the feasibility of returning to Simcoe, concluding that the cost of
construction, water systems, lighting, and repairs would be approximately $14, 720-a
sum that the agency could afford. 87 Estep assured the Commissioner that the return could
be accomplished in an "economical and satisfactory manner," and he chose December 28,
1925, as the date for removal back to Simcoe. 88 The agency moved ahead with
arrangements to gravel the roads around Simcoe and transport the children of government
employees to school once they had returned to Simcoe.
Everything was prepared for the return to Fort Simcoe-and then it did not
happen. The reasons are unclear; perhaps the agency lacked for funds after all, and
perhaps the BIA balked at the last minute. Whatever the reasons, the Indian agency
instead began making smaller concessions to opponents of the Toppenish location. In
1926, the Commercial Club and City Commission of Toppenish began searching for a
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detective to investigate liquor trafficking in the city. 89 In 1927, the federal government
purchased the agency's rental property in Toppenish and, in doing so, it placed
restrictions on drugs and alcohol found on premises and, additionally, eliminated rental
costs once fielded by Yakama Indians. These concessions responded directly to concerns
raised by Indians and clubwomen who had linked Toppenish with alcoholism and
financial ruin.
Despite concessions, clubwomen and Indians continued to demand changes into
the 1930s. For instance, Leona Lee, President of White Swan Women's Club, wrote to
Commissioner John Collier in 1939 to express numerous concerns about retaining the
Indian agency in Toppenish. Much as Mann had argued in his editorial, she indicated that
Toppenish was filled with bootleggers who sold alcohol to Indians and thus encouraged
alcoholism. Besides that, traffic conditions were unsafe and Indians visiting the agency
risked harm when crossing streets. Also, Indians felt unwelcome at the agency. In
general, she concluded, the agency had a "demoralizing effect" on Indians, who would
"conduct themselves in a quiet, orderly manner" if only left to their own devices. 90
Catherine Markham Sicy, writing in 1939 on behalf of Grange 596, expressed similar
concerns about the Toppenish location. 91 She, like other clubwomen, continued to use
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moral reasoning to pressure the BIA to change its policies regarding the Yakima Indian
Agency.
As in the 1920s, clubwomen acted in concert with Indian complainants, both
groups offering officials the same reasons for returning the agency to Simcoe. For
instance, Philip Olney, then Chairman of the Yakima Tribal Council, again complained
about alcohol abuse and unsafe roads when he wrote in 1939 to inquire about moving the
agency back to Fort Simcoe. John Herrick, Commissioner oflndian Affairs, replied that
the costs of returning to Simcoe were prohibitive but that the BIA would attempt to
resolve complaints about bootlegging and unsafe traffic conditions. 92 In correspondence,
the Superintendent and Commissioner discussed possible solutions to the unsafe
conditions at Toppenish-to include purchasing vacant lots for visitor parking,
establishing a "safety line" for highway crossings, and prohibiting the sale of "illegal
intoxicants."93 Although protesters may have wished for more far-reaching solutions,
they did force BIA officials to take their complaints seriously and change agency
conditions as a result.
Protests over the removal of the Yakima Indian Agency formed one part of larger
efforts to reform the Bureau of Indian Affairs. By participating in agency protests as well
as investigations like the Pine hearing, clubwomen helped justify reformist policies,
culminating in the Indian Reorganization Act of 1934. Although the Yakama Indians did
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not secure the agency's return to Fort Simcoe, they still worked effectively with
clubwomen, leveraging the women's moral authority to magnify their protests and to
force serious consideration of their concerns. They couched their complaints about their
violated sovereignty in language that appealed to clubwomen who viewed themselves as
"municipal housekeepers" or guardians of community morality. 94 By working together in
this way, women and Indians each secured benefits. Women like Splawn earned respect
from their local communities by positioning themselves as Indian experts and guardians
of morality and, at the same time, Native Americans gained allies who could apply
additional pressure for reservation reform. For these women reformers and Native
Americans of the early twentieth century, cooperative protest proved mutually beneficial.
Whether Native Americans actually changed women's perspectives-causing
them to view Indians not as victims or romanticized objects but as people with their own
agency-cannot be proven categorically. In fact, it must be noted that clubwomen often
did perpetuate stereotypes about Indians, at times labeling them as dirty, unclean, or
savage and, in this way, undermining their agency. However, whether driven by guilt or
by their sense of moral prerogative, women like Splawn also sought out Native
Americans and, through experience, learned to understand them better. They visited
reservations, invited Indians to club events, and heard their complaints in court. Even if
some clubwomen carried damaging preconceptions with them, they made themselves
available to Indians, who could work strategically with them to make concrete changes in
94
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reservation policy. By coming in contact with Native Americans, these women received
an education in Native American culture and perspectives. One can only surmise that
when Nealy Olney said at the Pine hearing, "The Indians would like to be treated just the
same as you would like to be treated. We would like to be consulted with the rest of the
people; whenever anything comes up we would like to present our views in the matter,"
women like Splawn heard and adapted their views. 95 Regardless, due in part to efforts
like the Yakima Indian Agency protests, Native Americans secured real changes in
federal policy, like the Indian Reorganization Act, which acknowledged that Indians
should have been governing their own affairs all along.
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CHAPTER VI
CONCLUSION
On November 11, 1956, nearly two years after Margaret Splawn's death,
members of the Yakima Valley Historical Society returned to Tampico to re-dedicate
Kamiakin's Garden. Since 1918, when Splawn spoke about Kamiakin and the historical
society marked the Garden, the county had widened roads in the area and, in the process,
destroyed the marker at the irrigation canal. The society, therefore, elected to replace the
marker with another capped pipe and a register indicating that forty members had
witnessed the re-dedication. They proceeded then in "cavalcade" from the old irrigation
ditch to Ahtanum Mission, where priests originally proselytized to the Native American
population. 1 As they traveled, society members placed placards at significant ranches
owned by the earliest settlers in the region. Finally, they concluded their "pilgrimage up
the Ahtanum" by reading three papers: Margaret Splawn's speech about Kamiakin's
Garden; a paper written by Father Boulet, one of the first Catholic priests at the mission;
and a biography of Mrs. Mary Reynolds, the first white child born in the Ahtanum
Valley. 2
The re-dedication ceremony suggests that Margaret Splawn's attempts to
memorialize Native American history continued to resonate with residents of central
Washington. Members of the Yakima Valley Historical Society took great care to once
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again identify the precise location of Kamiakin' s irrigation canal and to mark its place in
the landscape. It is perhaps meaningful that they described their journey to Kamiakin's
Garden as a pilgrimage, a word suggesting not only the sacred implications of the
moment but also implying a desire to acknowledge or even expiate a past wrongdoing.
Splawn may have used her activist work-her campaigns for indigenous place names, her
memorials to Native American history, her hearing testimony-to make up for wrongs
perpetrated against Yakama Indians, and perhaps the historical society had similar
motives in 1956.
Ultimately, like Splawn's efforts, the re-dedication ceremony bore many of the
same tensions that society members likely wished to resolve. Society members honored
Kamiakin even as they lauded the early ranchers in the valley who seized indigenous
land. They paid tribute to signs of white expansion in the area-the arrival of
missionaries, the birth of the first white child-but failed to acknowledge the conflict
between Indians and non-Indians. For instance, when describing the birth of Mary
Reynolds, the first white child in the area, they noted that Indians "came from far and
near to see the white papoose" and that these visiting Indians suggested the name
"Ahtanum" for the baby. 3 It is telling that the parents chose an Anglicized name for their
daughter rather than the suggested indigenous name with its ties to the landscape of the
West. It may be revealing as well that, in this narrative, Indians arrived much as the
shepherds did when they marveled at the Christ child. Although this story-and the
whole of the Ahtanum pilgrimage-included Native Americans in the history of the
West, suggesting a companionable alliance between settlers and Indians, it failed to
3
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acknowledge the imperialist assumptions built into the narrative. Indians were admitted
into the history of Washington state inasmuch as they confirmed narratives about white
progress by constructing rudimentary canals or welcoming settlers as savior figures.
Society members like Splawn may have intended the marker at Kamiakin's Garden to
resolve a difficult history of white-Indian interactions, but in the end, they drew attention
to the very problems they sought to correct.
Like the re-dedication ceremony, the story of Margaret Splawn highlights
tensions in the relationship between white settlers and Native Americans in the West. For
all her intentions to undermine oppressive assimilationist policies, Splawn still related to
Indians in a conflicted manner. As a historian, she drew attention to overlooked
indigenous history. She told the story of Kamiakin and of Yakama basketry, and she
called on legislators, clubwomen, and Yakima residents to recollect and utilize
indigenous names for western geography. In this sense, she acknowledged the presence
of imperialism in the West and worked to counteract it. At the same time, she and other
community members celebrated achievements, like irrigation and westward expansion,
that had dispossessed Native Americans of land and culture. What is more, Splawn and
other twentieth-century reformers presumptuously assumed control over indigenous
culture and history. They intervened-as clubwomen did during the agency relocation
incident-with the intention of guiding and protecting Indians and Indian cultures. They
named themselves as guardians over Indian communities-they knew best.
Yet, the conflicted relationships between Splawn and Native Americans
sometimes proved productive. Splawn and women like her helped move the United States
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toward more culturally sensitive policies. By taking an interest in Native Americanswhether out of curiosity or guilt-these women placed themselves in situations where
they could grow to better understand other perspectives. By serving as collaborators with
Native Americans, they also opened avenues whereby Indians could exercise agency,
guiding protests against federal policies. In a sense, women like Splawn instigated policy
changes not despite tensions in Indian-white relationships but because of those tensions.
As they became aware of past abuses, some worked harder to resolve them. Sometimes,
as at Kamiakin's Garden, they built imperialist assumptions into their work, but they also
created reminders of Indian-white conflict. Like the society members who insistently remarked Kamiakin's Garden, Splawn brought interracial tensions to the attention of her
community. As complicated and contradictory as her work sometimes was, she did not
allow society-past or present-to forget its history. By bringing this history to society's
attention, Splawn and women like her inspired officials like John Collier to implement
new policies that permitted greater Native American sovereignty.
Splawn never really escaped white culpability for the dispossession of Native
American communities but, by attempting to do so, she drew attention to problems on
reservations. In every conflicted speech and marker, she left a record of inclusivity and
dispossession, egalitarianism and imperialism. However, as this thesis contends, these
tensions-and awareness of them-can be productive in increasing the agency of
constrained players in western American history. Splawn inspired others to attempt
resolutions, like the Indian Reorganization Act, which, though imperfect, still ceded some
sovereignty to Native American communities. Splawn's life and work, thus, continues to
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recall the conflicted nature of western American history, and continues to inspire efforts
to understand and improve relationships between diverse groups in the West.
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